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Abstract
The existing literature on queer utopianism tends to analyze static aesthetic artifacts as opposed
to diachronic social movements designed to create material policy changes. This opens room for
various criticisms of queer utopianism regarding it being too wishful and devolving into political
and social forms of queer dystopia. In order to remedy this concern, this thesis seeks to
investigate how queer utopic thought can be used to create long-lasting change. To answer this
question, this thesis is broadly divided into two sections—one theoretical and one practical. My
theoretical section delves into an analysis of the after-effects of queer utopic cuts and seeks to
explain how they can create long-lasting change. My practical section uses ACT UP as a case
study in queer utopianism and analyzes six demonstrations by AIDS activists as queer utopic
moments. From both of these sections, I draw conclusions about how these cuts in
heteronormativity can be used to create long-lasting change.
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Part I-- Introduction

1

Chapter 1—Introduction: Why Queer Utopias?
This thesis is drawn to the implementation of queer utopian spaces and how they can be
better actualized. We can think of these as distinct spaces of pure queerness, those enclaves of
deviant sexuality and gender identities that escape heteronormative conceptions of identity
construction that constrain people’s self-expressions. By creating these spaces of queerness,
queer utopian spaces project a future image of a society where queer people are no longer
demonized and oppressed by heteronormativity, the system of power that deems queerness as
abject. Yet simultaneously, queerness always already exists as that which is on the horizon; in
other words, it is perpetually in the realm of the future, albeit one that we can strive to create.
Because of this future-oriented politic, queer utopian spaces as they are created are meaningfully
incomplete, always striving towards something better. Even so, the quest to create a queer utopia
is one that I find important to engage in, as it reminds those of us who identity as queer that the
future is our domain. This approach is one that is fundamentally imbued with optimism, a hope
in a queer future where things can and will get better.
In the literature, queer utopian spaces are oftentimes understood as things that are
innately personal or inter-personal among a small group of people. Artwork, poetry, and theater
pieces are oftentimes analyzed for their queerly utopic effects, portraying a future society in
which queerness seeps through the quotidian.1 These analyses are excellent and beautiful,
affectively establishing a hope in a future that is queer. However, unfortunately, these queer
utopic acts are short-lived. While a performance piece or a play may make people feel good and
optimistic about the future in the moment, it tends to engage in a form of utopianism that has

1

There are certainly exceptions to this generalization, as I discuss later into this introduction.
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few, if any, long-lasting material effects on the larger system of heteronormativity. Thus, these
assemblages of aesthetic artifacts as they have been theorized now are incomplete.
In addition, the existing literature on queer utopianism fails to address queer utopic
moments in the long-term, preferring instead to analyze snapshots of events as queerly utopic
moments. These moments are laid out to disrupt heteronormativity and point towards a queer
future. The only way to know if these spaces actualize that queer future is to understand the
results of their creation over time, thereby suggesting that this lack of diachronic analysis is one
that should be remedied.
These holes in the literature thus become the impetus for this study, which engages in a
diachronic study of queer utopianism and the long-term impact of queer utopic interventions.
The driving questions for my analysis are thus these: how can queer utopias create long-lasting
change, what are the strategies by which these distinct spaces of queerness can expand and be
used to disrupt the broader system of heteronormativity, and what do people need to do to push
towards the queer future that these utopic moments present to us?
In order to answer these questions, I delve into both a theoretical and a practical analysis
of queer utopianism. To answer these questions theoretically, I probe into texts regarding queer
utopias and queerness itself, which requires a simultaneous investigation into heteronormativity.
To answer these questions practically, I read ACT UP as a concrete queerly utopic moment and
analyze the effects that it has had on society through the three categories of personal, social, and
policy change. By personal change, I aim to understand how the activists felt during and after
each protest event. By social change, I seek to explore how American society spoke about each
event and whether the event was shown in a positive or negative light. By policy change, I
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engage in an analysis of whether each event spurred change in the legal structures surrounding
the AIDS crisis and heteronormativity.
This study is primarily concerned with the emphasis on legal, policy changes spurred by
each protest event. This is so for two reasons. First, legal reform is an important aspect of
disrupting the AIDS crisis and heteronormativity broadly. Personal and social change are both
important—and given that the personal is political for countless individuals, incredibly
necessary—but they cannot be the end-all of social reform. Change must also occur at the level
of policy reform. Second, the current literature on queer utopianism has analyzed how change
can occur at the personal and social level in-depth, but a conversation surrounding queer
utopianism’s effect on legal change is lacking. Thus, my contribution to the literature is a unique
focus on legal, policy reform.
While not my intention, this specific focus on legal, policy change potentially runs into
some concerns regarding the personal. If it is true that the personal is the political, then my
separation of personal and legal change potentially creates an artificial distinction that ignores
how legal reform is inaccessible for numerous queer people, women, and people of color.2 My
point, however, is not to suggest that the personal is not political, nor is it to suggest that these
scholars are incorrect that legal systems are oftentimes inaccessible for queer people, women,
and people of color. Rather, my argument is that because legal systems have such strong
influences on the creation of power structures such as heteronormativity, it is important to focus
on how legal change can occur. The laws governing our society importantly affect the lives of

See, for example, Berlant, Lauren, and Elizabeth Freeman, “Queer Nationality,” boundary 2 19 (1992); HamesGarcía, Michael, “Jotería Studies, Or The Political Is Personal,” Aztlán: A Journal of Chicano Studies 39 (2014);
Meyer, Elizabeth J., “The Personal Is Political: LGBTQ Education Research and Policy Since 1993,” The
Educational Forum 79 (2015).
2
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people. It is thus incumbent that theorists understand how legal reform can help disrupt power
structures like heteronormativity.
While an analysis of the theoretical literature is intuitively necessary for better
conceptualizing these moments, my usage of ACT UP demands explanation. I thus use the rest
of this introduction to provide a brief introduction to ACT UP and then explain why I have
chosen ACT UP as my case study. I then further delve into the questions that I seek to answer
through an analysis of the common criticisms of queer utopian theorizing. I then seek to explain
the necessity of understanding this study as rhetorical, concluding with a brief outline of the rest
of this thesis.
ACT UP: An Introduction
In March of 1987, six years after the New York Times became the first major news
organization to publish an op-ed about what was then understood as a rare form of gay cancer,
Larry Kramer publically called for the creation of a grassroots organization to fight against
AIDS.3 Because the government had been paying no attention to this disease ravaging queer
communities, Kramer, among other queer individuals, demanded that the government begin
focusing on this crisis. Relying on a powerful emotional appeal about the threat of the disease,
Kramer said
If my speech tonight doesn’t scare the shit out of you, we’re in trouble…. I sometimes
think we have a death wish. I think we must want to die. I have never been able to
understand why we have sat back and let ourselves literally be knocked off man by man
without fighting back…. It’s your fault, boys and girls. It’s our fault.4

ACT UP, “ACT UP Accomplishments – 1987-2012,” Accessed January 15, 2019, https://actupny.com/actions/.
Quoted in David France, “Pictures From a Battlefield,” New York Magazine, Published online March 25, 2012.
Accessed January 29, 2019, http://nymag.com/news/features/act-up-2012-4/.
3
4
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Kramer was not a popular member of the gay community of New York,5 but his call for activism
was eventually actualized and ACT UP was formed. The AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power, or
ACT UP, had its first demonstration at the end of that month when it marched on Wall Street to
protest the inaccessibility of HIV drugs and treatment. A few months later, ACT UP took aim at
the Ronald Reagan administration during the October 1987 March on Washington for Lesbian
and Gay Rights; it became incredibly popular very soon after.6 While still primarily an American
social movement, several of ACT UP’s 140 different chapters have been located outside of the
United States.7
This social movement had a major impact, fighting for and achieving several landmark
achievements in the fight against AIDS. For example, in June 1987, before the advocacy group
had even amassed many followers, ACT UP won two lawsuits against Northwest Orient Airlines
who refused to allow people with AIDS onto their flights.8 In 1988, ACT UP took over the FDA
headquarters in demand for faster approval of anti-AIDS drugs; within a year, the process was
substantially improved upon.9 In 1996, ACT UP protested the New York Senate’s decision to
remove state funding from the AIDS Drug Assistance Program (ADAP); this decision was
reversed soon afterwards. ACT UP is ultimately the primary reason that government funding for

5

The gay population generally disliked him for his anti-sex positions and quick temper. France, David. How to
Survive a Plague: The Story of How Activists and Scientists Tamed AIDS (New York: Vintage Books, 2016).
6
See, for example, ACT UP, “ACT UP Accomplishments;” Gould, Deborah, “Life During Wartime: Emotions and
the Development of Act Up,” Mobilization: An International Quarterly 7 2002.
7
Meliza Banales, “ACT UP: International Organization,” Encyclopedia Britannica, Accessed January 15, 2019,
https://www.britannica.com/topic/ACT-UP.
8
Banales, “ACT UP.”
9
See, for example, ACT UP, “ACT UP Accomplishments;” Douglas Crimp, “Before Occupy: How AIDS Activists
Seized Control of the FDA in 1988,” The Atlantic, Published December 6, 2011. Accessed January 16, 2019,
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2011/12/before-occupy-how-aids-activists-seized-control-of-the-fda-in1988/249302/.
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research on the AIDS crisis and treatments for the disease even exist at all.10 Several public
health officials, such as the former director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious
Diseases (NIAID) Anthony Fauci and former New York City Health Commissioner Stephen
Joseph also concede that ACT UP was integral to gains in the fight against AIDS.11 And even
externally to all of the landmark achievements the organization accomplished, it paved the way
for other major queer activist groups to further the fight for our rights and lives.12 ACT UP is
also, arguably, the primary reason that the term queer has been reclaimed by the LGBTQ+
community.13
ACT UP was also important for bettering the social acceptance of people living with
AIDS. Susan Sontag details the social stigma associated with AIDS:
With AIDS, the shame is linked to an imputation of guilt; and the scandal is not at all
obscure. Few wonder, Why me?.... It is not a mysterious affliction that seems to strike at
random. Indeed, to get AIDS is precisely to be revealed, in the majority of cases so far, as
a member of…a community of pariahs…. The unsafe behavior that produces AIDS is
judged to be more than just weakness. It is indulgence, delinquency—addictions to
chemicals that are illegal and to sex regarded as deviant.14
In other words, to be identified as having AIDS is to be identified as a sodomite and as someone
who engages in sexual behavior deemed inappropriate by the majority of western civilization. It
is then assumed that the only people who engage in such behaviors are homosexuals, who are
also deemed deviant because of their status as sinners according to western religious beliefs. To
have AIDS is to be gay, and to be gay is to be a sinner; thus, to have AIDS is to be sinful. This

See, for example, Edwards, Jeffrey, “AIDS, Race, and the Rise and Decline of a Militant Oppositional Lesbian
and Gay Politics in the U.S.,” New Political Science 22 (2000); Gould, Deborah. Moving Politics: Emotion and ACT
UP’s Fight Against AIDS (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009).
11
See, for example, Jason Deparle, “Rude, Rash, Effective, Act-Up Shifts AIDS Policy,” The New York Times,
January 3, 1990.
12
Stockdill, Brett C. Activism Against AIDS: At the Intersections of Sexuality, Race, Gender, and Class (Boulder:
Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003).
13
Gould, Moving Politics.
14
Sontag, Susan. AIDS and Its Metaphors (New York City: Anchor Books, 1988). 112-113.
10
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social stigma, while certainly still prevalent today, is one that ACT UP helped challenge
throughout the western world.
For several members of ACT UP, this organization restored faith in political engagement
and the ability to create actual change. Because members of ACT UP were largely concerned
with how they could fight the AIDS crisis instead of tending to their own egos, the organization
rotated positions of power in an effort to include more voices. Most administrative posts in the
organization rotated every six months.15 Numerous distinct committees were established to
address different tactics to fight the AIDS crisis, thereby giving more people a say in decision
making. ACT UP’s point was to be as transparent and public as possible about its actions in
order to garner support; one of the metrics by which it did so was by giving the majority of
activists a say in what went on. In this manner, ACT UP was a uniquely democratic organization
focusing almost exclusively on developing positive change.16
While ACT UP did consist of new social movement activists, a lot of the senior members
of the organization were veteran activists. The veteran activists in the organization tended to, on
average, focus on broader issues interrelated with AIDS instead of solely on the disease.17 This
broader, intersectional approach towards activism was integral to a lot of ACT UP’s successes
and for actualizing material change for women and people of color living with AIDS. For
example, women’s caucuses in ACT UP illuminated an androcentric understanding of AIDS that
understood the disease solely as a man’s issue. These caucuses helped develop slogans such as:
“Women don’t get AIDS. They just die from it,” as a method of rhetorically transforming the

David Handelman, “ACT UP In Anger,” The Rolling Stones, March 8, 1990.
See, for example, Gould, Moving Politics; Handleman, “ACT UP In Anger.”
17
See, for example, Stockdill, Activism Against AIDS.
15
16
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male-centered understanding of the disease.18 Committees on African American issues helped
introduce the predominantly white movement to the different ways that AIDS negatively affects
communities of color as well. Thus, for example, various African American caucuses advocated
for focusing on broader issues of health care and systematic poverty as a way of addressing the
AIDS crisis.19
We can think of ACT UP’s activism as both political and communal. By thinking
politically, ACT UP demanded that the government resolve the AIDS crisis. By thinking
communally, ACT UP sought to create change in local and individual communities to
ideologically and socially fight the AIDS crisis. Brett Stockdill divides ACT UP’s communal
activism into four distinct categories.20 First, ACT UP engaged in various forms of constructive
dialogues. In this manner, the organization sought to engage communities and educate everyday
people. Thus, for example, ACT UP went into communities negatively affected by AIDS and
dispersed educational materials on how to prevent and cope with the disease. Part of constructive
dialogues meant not only that ACT UP engaged with external communities, but that they were
constantly trying to teach and learn from each other. As Steven, an African American gay male
activist with ACT UP suggests, “it’s more than just doing the physical work—it’s also the
changing of consciousness.”21 Thus, the organization was incredibly concerned with educating
about AIDS.
Second, ACT UP engaged in what Stockdill calls empowerment initiatives. In other
words, the organization attempted to connect individual microevents (in this instance, AIDS

18

See, for example, Stockdill, Activism Against AIDS, 8.
Ibid.
20
Ibid.
21
Quoted in Stockdill, Activism Against AIDS, 59.
19
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cases) with broader systems of social oppression and power. This form of consciousness raising
was important in the fight against a disease that society had broadly blamed on the behavior of
the individuals contracting the disease. Reminding people with AIDS that it was not their fault
they got the disease—but rather, the fault of society who refused to care about them—was an
integral piece of ACT UP’s activism.
Third, ACT UP developed a kind of community embeddedness. Stockdill thinks of this as
a kind of “dual collective identity” in which gay and lesbian individuals acted openly queer
while conducting community advocacy.22 The point was to show not only that gays and lesbians
exist, but that they exist in every individual community. This effort was especially important in
communities of color, where homophobia instigated the belief that queer people could not be
people of color and that people of color could not be queer.23 Thus, being loud and proud was a
way of blending different communities together in order to show the widespread nature of the
AIDS crisis.
Fourth and finally, Stockdill suggests that AIDS activists in ACT UP paid attention to
cultural traditions. In other words, the existence of language and class barriers meant that a lot of
people were being denied access to information about AIDS. Thus, for example, ACT UP
worked to introduce information about the crisis in multiple different languages and use cultural
tools and icons to raise awareness. Indigenous activists utilized Native stories to convey
information, Asian activists put safe sex messages in fortune cookies and handed those out, and

22
23

Ibid, 66.
Ibid.
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Latinx activists organized events and candlelight vigils on Día do los Muertos (the Day of the
Dead).24 Each of these four aspects of activism made ACT UP unique.
ACT UP utilized fairly unconventional means to politically protest the AIDS crisis.
While it is true that ACT UP conducted marches and used the legal system to create change, they
are more famous for their usage of affectively charged protest tactics. For example, one of the
protests that I investigate in this study is what’s known as the first Ashes Action. In October of
1992, members of this activist group threw the ashes of victims of AIDS on the White House
lawn in order to physically show the Bush administration the effects of this crisis. As Eric
Sawyer, ACT UP activist and founding member, indicates:
Carrying a wooden coffin in the streets doesn't seem to be getting your attention. How
about we dump ashes and bone fragments from our friends who died of AIDS on your
lawn? How about we literally carry our dead bodies that you condemned to death to your
door? Will that get your attention? Part of it was a warning: We will literally start
dumping our dead on your doorsteps unless you get your fucking act together.25
The point of this, and other attention-grabbing protest actions, was to force the United States
government to pay attention to the real deaths and violence caused by AIDS. If the government
was unwilling to bring the cure to queer communities, then queer communities were going to
bring the dead to the government. ACT UP’s unconventional protest tactics thus helped shed
light on the material suffering caused by AIDS.
Additionally, ACT UP’s theatrics were used to re-articulate the cultural and symbolic
meanings of certain imagery. By engaging in unconventional and oftentimes silly protest art,
ACT UP utilized queer camp to draw attention to the AIDS crisis and re-write what it meant to
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be a person living with AIDS.26 If AIDS was assumed to be something that made queer people
sickly and bedridden, ACT UP could change that conception by becoming public performers
who also happened to have AIDS. Thus, “the representation of oneself as abnormal now
becomes a tool for disrupting the categorization process,”27 and “ACT UP understood that humor
could be disarming and used wit strategically to counter half-witted messages circulating in the
mainstream.”28 The performances put on by this organization were strategically used to create
social change.
This form of activism was scandalous; ACT UP sought to shock the world into
developing concrete steps to address the AIDS crisis. Janet, a member of ACT UP/Chicago,
suggests that ACT UP’s direct action tactics represented the following philosophy: “Instead of
‘Oh we didn’t get this grant, so we can’t do this,’ it’s ‘You slammed the door in our face—we’re
gonna come kick it down’.”29 Thus, ACT UP’s political advocacy goals were to never give up,
never give in, and to come kick AIDS’ ass. Even when negotiations with the people in power
were ineffective, ACT UP refused to give up and always kept fighting.
Why ACT UP?
I believe that ACT UP is an excellent case study to uncover answers to the questions that
I have asked. As I explain in chapter 4, ACT UP is queerly utopian in and of itself, meeting all of
the criteria distinguishing queer utopic moments from other spaces. ACT UP, in fact, might even
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be the most efficacious utopic meta-point, as it fundamentally re-shaped the queer community as
a whole and re-wrote what it meant to be queer. As Charles Morris suggests,
ACT UP materially transformed with bodies and words and graphics the definition and
meaning and visibilities of AIDS, development of and access to its treatment and
prevention, its politics and politicization. If SILENCE = DEATH, as its brilliant mantra
exhorted, then, even as activists succumbed, ACT UP = LIVING… In many significant
senses, we are here because of ACT UP.30
It is not an exaggeration to suggest that the whole reason that “we are here” is because of ACT
UP. ACT UP is the only reason that the AIDS crisis was addressed in western society, working
to not only fight for AIDS treatments but also for the development and dissemination of safe sex
education. Because of its militancy and tenacity, queers could begin to grow and thrive as queers
themselves. While it is certainly true that the AIDS crisis is still ongoing, and that
heteronormativity still exists, during its heyday throughout the late 1980s and 1990s, ACT UP
pointed us towards the decidedly more queer future that we are living in today. It did create longlasting change.
ACT UP was also radically different from other gay organizations, engaging in a kind of
postmodern re-articulation of texts and identities that helped develop what it means to be queer.
As I detail in the next chapter, we can think of queerness as a combination of deviant sexuality
and gender identities and an engagement with the uncanny, strange, and liminal. Queerness thus
is postmodern in that it challenges dominant understandings of sexuality and gender and
embraces that which is odd. As T.V. Reed suggests,
Part of ACT UP’s ideology was an understanding that all “cultural texts,” including
actions, are open to widely variant interpretations….This was not to promote some
“anything goes,” utterly relativistic position…but rather to acknowledge that analyzing
the always partly open-ended nature of communication could make one more effective in

Morris III, Charles E., “ACT UP 25: HIV/AIDS, Archival Queers, and Mnemonic World Making,” Quarterly
Journal of Speech 98 (2012). 50. My emphasis.
30

13

challenging dominant rhetorics and the social positionings from whence they were
articulated.31
By taking this unique stance, ACT UP was distinct from other gay protest groups. ACT UP’s
protests were oftentimes campy, theatrical, and fun, engaging in a carnivalesque style that was
distinct from most activist groups. ACT UP’s usage of this style was purposeful, representing a
deconstructive approach to politics that was rather queer.
I also chose to analyze ACT UP because it, unlike other points of queer utopia analyzed
in the literature, is a social movement. This is not to suggest other examples of queer utopic
spaces are non-political.32 Paul Leszkowicz and Tomasz Kitlinski, for example, discuss queer
European visibility campaigns, or public images designed to portray normalized images of queer
people, including pictures of things such as gay marriage and queer people being tested for
STDs.33 The authors argue that these images act as flashes of queer utopia by portraying a future
in which these rights are normalized for queer peoples.34 Hilary Malatino discusses Bash Back!,
a loose collection of individuals conducting protests against homonormative demonstrations. By
constantly negating the normative, Malatino argues that Bash Back! is queerly utopic by
embracing the radically strange and liminal.35 Jack Halberstam discusses the artist Sharon Hayes,
whose public demonstrations consist of reenactments of past protests, including such actions as
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the 1968 Memphis Sanitation strike. Halberstam here argues that the re-creation of these protest
events intervene in the normative construction of everyday life; through that disruption,
Halberstam believes that Hayes’ demonstrations act as instantiations of queer utopic moments.36
None of these queer utopic moments, however, are social movements. As Mario Diani
suggests in his thorough synthesis of the social movement literature, we can think of social
movements as having three different definitional components.37 They consist of “networks of
relations between a plurality of actors; collective identity; conflictual issues.”38 Thus, social
movements have these characteristics: they have some method of shared organizations involving
individuals and groups, act together as a cohesive organization, and believe the same thing and
strive for the overall same goal. None of the examples of queer utopianism that I have provided
meet this definition of a social movement. European visibility campaigns, for example, are not
social movements, but rather collections of artwork that create a political statement-- they don’t
have a unified method of shared organization. Leszkowicz and Kitlinski even use the rhetoric of
“art exhibitions” and “shows” to refer to these events as visibility campaigns instead of social
movements. Malatino distinctly argues that Bash Back! should not be understood as a social
movement, given that “there was no grand unified action plan to follow, no party line or official
statement of position that was intended to operate monolithically,” and that, instead, it’s better to
think of Bash Back! as “an ensemble of everyday practices of resistance.”39 Sharon Hayes’
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artwork also isn’t a social movement, but rather queerly utopic action replicating previous
instances of activism through an artistic re-interpretation of those events.
Thus, while instances of queer activism have been analyzed in the existing literature, no
social movement writ-large has been analyzed. Social movements like ACT UP provide a unique
perspective on an understanding of the after-effects of queer utopic interventions. ACT UP, the
largest queer social movement to ever exist, is thus the perfect case study for this analysis.
Even so, it is important to recognize that ACT UP was not without its flaws. This social
movement, while certainly striving to develop a queer utopic future without AIDS, has been
commonly criticized for developing a white, androcentric version of that future. While ACT UP
was a diverse community of activists, numerous theorists have criticized ACT UP for largely
adopting a whitewashed understanding of the crisis and for misunderstanding the different ways
in which it negatively affected women and people of color.40 As Jeffrey Edwards indicates:
Others, including most women and people of color, argued that treatment activism
included challenging the racism and sexism of the medical research establishment as
much as anything else. They took the position that “fighting AIDS” meant more than
pursuing new medical treatments, no matter how narrowly or broadly treatment activism
was construed…. These individuals furthermore decried what they saw as racism and
sexism within ACT UP organizations that they said made it difficult for women and
people of color to participate.41
The individual goals set out by ACT UP broadly ended up propagating systems of race and
gender-based discrimination. This is because ACT UP activists became “locked into their views
and stopped really listening” to one another.42 Gay white male activists, who had been at the
center of the movement’s activism since its inception, largely refused to listen to the suggestions
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of women and people of color. This is what Brett C. Stockdill, drawing from Antonio Gramsci,
refers to as partial oppositional consciousness:
Dominant consciousness serves to legitimate existing patterns of inequality, whereas
oppositional consciousness provides the ideological foundation for challenges to
oppressive social systems….When a group or individual expresses one form of
oppositional consciousness while simultaneously espousing hegemonic consciousness,
partial oppositional consciousness exists.43
In other words, while gay white male activists who wanted to focus exclusively on alleviating the
AIDS crisis directly were partaking in a form of oppositional consciousness, their actions created
a partial oppositional consciousness that denigrated ACT UP. The organization’s focus on the
development of new AIDS drugs came at the expense of a broader push for race and genderbased reform efforts that would have better aided those living with the disease. This partial
oppositional consciousness, in fact, is one of the reasons for ACT UP’s downfall, becoming
responsible for infighting in the group and feelings of racial, gender, and class-based
discomfort.44 In response, ACT UP activists splintered—people developed factions based on
individual identity groups, and moralistic interpretations of how to actualize a future without
AIDS meant those factions stopped working together.45
ACT UP’s imperfections make it a useful case study, reminding us that even in our most
utopian moments, things will still be imperfect. This draws me into the next section of this
introduction: the importance of my study.
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Why Is This Study Important?
As I have already suggested, queer utopias are valuable to study because they fight back
against heteronormativity. However, there are certainly criticisms and concerns with queer
utopianism, as numerous theorists argue that they are too wishful and abstract, and that attempts
to actualize them catastrophically devolve into dystopia. I believe that the lack of engagement
with the long-term after effects of queer utopias has opened room for these legitimate criticisms.
Because the world we materially inhabit is imperfect, and people are flawed beings, seeking to
establish a utopia always runs the risk of creating a dystopia. This criticism is only strengthened
by the fact that the utopic experiment has, time and time again, reverted back into dystopia, as
can be seen in the abysmal failure that was the Soviet Union’s experiment with Stalinism.46 A
brief investigation into Thomas More’s Utopia also elucidates this criticism. People in Utopia are
explicitly designated one of two sexes and are expected to marry to someone of the opposing
sex. The land of Utopia was colonized by pilgrims who then integrated the indigenous folk to
create Utopia; the natives who did not assimilate into Utopia were enslaved. This concern about
utopia devolving into dystopia can be applied to ACT UP as well, as previously elucidated.
This, problematically, opens room for criticisms of queer utopianism, which suggest that
by imagining a utopic future we disregard the material work necessary to actualize that future.
Furthermore, by disregarding the necessity of that labor we write over the history of queer labor
that has brought us the advances we currently have. Nishant Shahani provides this criticism quite
well:
Utopianism, in this context, functions like a permanently deferred replacement system, in
which the activism and ideals of the sexual revolution between the late 1960s and
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1970s… are not only lost to the trauma of AIDS but also erased in the politics of
unremembering.47
Shahani is thus suggesting that by deferring queerness and utopia to an infinite future, queer
utopian theorizing is creating an aspirational system of hope that not only replicates
heteronormativity, but also forgets the queer revolutionaries of the past. By wishing and
dreaming, we lose sight of the activism already conducted. Shahani’s criticism is thus what
Lauren Berlant refers to as cruel optimism48—by fantasizing about a more perfect future, we
begin to forget and thus unravel the very real gains that have already come about. Ultimately, in
the end, “the realization of the good life feels further and further out of reach.”49
Cruel optimism is, time and again, the problem with utopia. I, however, do not think that
these criticisms are reasons to give up on utopic thinking. Rather, they further fuel the questions
that I seek to answer with this study. By detailing the after-effects of these queerly utopic acts, I
aim to understand both how they become relatively utopic and dystopic. This, importantly, is one
of the reasons that analyzing ACT UP matters—it wasn’t perfect, but it was effective.
Additionally, looking at queer utopic moments diachronically allows me to better understand the
necessary steps to actualize the future portrayed by these moments, thereby dealing with
Shahani’s criticism. This thesis thus has importance in terms of not only queer utopian
theorizing, but also the utopianism literature in general by attempting to concretize the forwardlooking act of utopian theorizing. I do not believe that my analysis can completely provide the
answer to these concerns, but I hope that it gets us closer to a solution.
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Approaching this analysis from a rhetorical perspective is not accidental either. In his
work “Toward a Definition of Rhetoric,” James McNally explores each of the different ways that
rhetoric can be understood. He suggests that we can think of rhetoric as “(1) sign-behavior
exhibiting a pragmatic concentration of meaning or (2) the study of that behavior.”50 In other
words, we can think of rhetoric as “practice or process,” a kind of engaged discursive
undertaking that seeks to shape the world around it.51 Thus, as Leah Ceccarelli reminds us,
rhetoric is polysemous, adopting multiple meanings that constantly define and redefine our social
realities.52 In this capacity, we can and should think of these queer utopic moments as rhetorical.
Not only do they engage in attempts to shape the world through discursive and material signbehavior, but these spaces attempt to re-articulate a distinctly different future reality. By
articulating this distinct future, these moments must engage in the rhetorical act of shaping the
world around them. Indeed, as Karma Lochrie suggests, “the description of Utopia is, after all,
nothing if not a discursive account.”53 Thus, studies of utopia, especially those that seek to better
understand the nature of utopia such as this one, must be an interjection into rhetoric. If queer
utopic acts do challenge heteronormativity, then this work must be not only an interjection into
rhetoric, but an important and valuable one.
Additionally, in order to articulate a different future, these interventions must engage in a
focused criticism of the status quo; they cannot determine what should be different in the future
unless they first detail what is wrong with things here and now. In this capacity, the first step to
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the creation of a queer utopia can be thought of as an ideological criticism, uncovering the
heteronormativity imbued in particular spaces. I further expound upon this idea in chapter two.
This Study
This study thus seeks to better articulate how flashes of queer utopia can be used to create
long-lasting social change. In order to uncover this information, this thesis is split into two broad
sections—one theoretical section and one practical section. Before I turn to either of those
sections, however, I begin with a chapter that acts as a literature review on queer utopias. Thus,
in chapter two, I delve into each of the two components of queer utopias—queerness and
utopia—in order to better describe queer utopias. In doing so, I describe the difference between
queer utopianism and conventional utopianism, arguing that queer utopic acts operate much
more like Foucauldian heterotopias than Morian utopias. I then put each of these individual
pieces together to better detail queer utopianism.
Of course, to even suggest that I can study queer utopia is a bit misleading, as we have
quite clearly not yet established a utopia of queerness in this world. This reveals a sort of
rhetorical slippage—in creating a utopia of queerness, people establish temporary spaces of
queerness that act as spaces of respite. While I oftentimes refer to these spaces as queer
utopias—as that is how the literature tends to speak of them, as I discuss further in chapter one—
it is perhaps more accurate to suggest that these spaces are queerly utopian, but not necessarily
queer utopias.54 In this capacity, I use chapter three of my work to discuss what I call the queer
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utopic cut, or the way in which queer utopic acts can reveal a queer future here-and-now and put
us on a trajectory towards that future.
In order to understand queer utopianism, one must understand what queer utopianism
seeks to disrupt. Thus, chapter four of this study investigates heteronormativity. By taking aim at
this form of normativity, the queer utopic cut opens room for the destruction of not only
heteronormativity, but homophobia and homonormativity as well. However, as I explicate in this
chapter, queerness and heteronormativity exist in dialectical tension with one another, creating a
unique dance of death in which the curtailment of this form of normalcy invites the curtailment
of queerness itself. This is what I call the queer death drive, drawing from Lacanian theory to
suggest that queer utopian moments must desire their own destruction. I theorize several ways of
responding to the queer death drive in this chapter as well.
My practical section takes ACT UP as a case study of in queer utopianism. I analyze this
social movement by looking at six different demonstrations put on by ACT UP and comparing
them through the lens of three categories of change: personal change, social change, and policy
change. By comparing and contrasting these events, I better outline the contours of queer utopian
moments and isolate the tools that they can use to make each of these categories create more
effective change. While I tend to focus primarily on legal change here, my purpose is not to
suggest that legal change is comparatively more important than personal or social change, but
rather to investigate this category as a very necessary component of the creation of a queer
utopia. I split this section into two chapters as well. The first of these two chapters, chapter five
of this thesis, provides a global analysis of ACT UP as queerly utopic, lays out the criteria by
which I analyze these six events, and delves into an analysis of the first two events. The second

22

of these two chapters, chapter six of this thesis, analyzes the remaining four events and draws
conclusions from them.
These findings will help theorists and activists better understand how queer utopic cuts
can be used to create long-lasting change. That being said, I begin by turning to a discussion of
the existing literature on queer utopianism now.
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Chapter 2—Queer Utopias: Background and Literature Review
This chapter seeks to analyze the concept of queer utopianism in depth, providing a
theoretical background involving the nature of this concept to set up the scope of this thesis. The
chapter thus doubles as a literature review on queer utopianism and an investigation into the
major aspects of queer utopianism investigated by my study. I begin this chapter with an in-depth
foray into the two aspects of queer utopias: queerness and utopias. While investigating
queerness, I provide a genealogy of the term’s development, tracing it from Freud’s notions of
the uncanny to its usage as characterizing non-normative sexuality and gender identities, which
is the definition I utilize here. While investigating utopias, I additionally discuss Foucauldian
heterotopias, thereby providing a theoretical distinction between the utopias invoked within the
literature of queer utopias and the more traditional understanding of utopia. After doing so, I
discuss queer utopia as a complete concept.
Queerness
Since queer utopic cuts create queer spaces, understanding how to think about queerness
is important to understanding these spaces. This investigation is especially important because
queerness has been theorized along different lines and philosophies, ranging from the focus on
the strange, creepy, and non-normative to an emphasis on alternative sexualities and gender
identities. While these two categories of queerness are different, they do build upon and reinforce
one another. Queerness as deviant sexuality is founded on the more abstract interpretation of
queer as that which is strange and unsettling-- it presupposes that deviant sexuality is something
strange and non-normative. Theorists drawing on queerness as that which is strange often use
examples of deviant sexuality to concretize their arguments. Thus, while work on queer
utopianism reflects the conception of queerness that deals specifically with gender and sexuality,
I feel it is important to discuss some of the ways this interpretation draws from different
24

understandings of queerness before delving into the literature regarding queerness as nonnormative sexuality and gender.
The understanding of queer as that which is liminal or strange can be located in Sigmund
Freud’s notion of the uncanny, or that which is unsettling, creepy, ironic, and absurd.55 Olu
Jenzen, for example, “considers the relation between the queer and the uncanny,”56 arguing that
both operate as an alternative challenge to the image of the human purported by humanist
rhetoric. Vincent Bourseul thinks of queer as “that which is bizarre or sexually strange,” and
theorizes that its usage substitutes for “a site of unbearable disturbance” in thinking about the
identity of a person.57 Terry Castle explicitly says that “the queer is the taboo-breaker, the
monstrous, the uncanny,”58 and Nicholas Royle thinks of queer as “a formidable example of the
contemporary ‘place’ and significance of the uncanny.”59 Tim Dean, in drawing from this
uncanny understanding, defines queerness as follows:
Those excluded from the general population—whether by virtue of their sexuality, race,
class, or nationality—are by definition queer. In this way, ‘queer’ came to stand less for a
particular sexual orientation or a stigmatized erotic identity than for a critical distance
from the white, middle-class, heterosexual norm…. Queer sets itself more broadly in
opposition to the forces of normalization that regulate social conformity.60
Dean’s interpretation of queerness thus takes queerness’ radical potentiality and applies it to any
category of oppositional difference—including but not limited to alternate forms of sexuality. By
understanding queer as distanced from the dominant norm, Dean thinks of queerness as that
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which is radically strange. With this conception of queer, numerous academics’ works can be
theorized as queer.
For example, Dean argues that Jacques Lacan can be interpreted as a kind of queer
theorist. As Dean indicates, Lacan attempts to delink and denaturalize sex and sexuality through
his psychoanalytic account of discourse and human subjectivity. Dean indicates that Lacan
argues that l’objet petit a (a person’s real object of desire) is not connected to a particular bodily
form but rather the extradiscursive function of desire itself. Slavoj Žižek’s interpretation of
l’objet petit a is that it is “not a positive entity existing in space.” 61 Instead, for Žižek, l’objet
petit a is the excess of that which impedes our ability to get to the thing that we desire. Using this
idea, Dean argues that Lacan fundamentally disrupts sexuality as a signifier all-together-- desire
cannot be “coordinated in a single direction”62 as sexual orientation itself presupposes. Rather,
desire is connected to that which we can never fully achieve. It may manifest itself in particular
bodily forms (such as the desire for a hot significant other), but even if that bodily object of
desire is received, a person will continue to have desires. For Dean, Lacan’s position is thus that
of a queer theorist who disrupts the normative assumption of sexuality itself-- l’objet petit a
exceeds that which is encompassed by the signifier sexuality.
Other psychoanalytic theorists can be thought of as queer under this interpretation as
well. Žižek introduces the concept of the obscene father in Enjoy Your Symptom!, which can be
read as a kind of queerness. For Žižek, the obscene father is the second figure of the father in
psychoanalysis. Instead of expressing an absent form of power (e.g., of the Law, or the threat of
punishment, which is the way the traditional father exerts power), the obscene father is
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“excessively present” and thus invites the child to betray the father, “to turn against him by
putting to trial his power;” in other words, the obscene father invites the child to kill him.63 For
Žižek, this father is uncanny-- not only does he know that the child is destined to try to kill him,
but he invites this occurrence; he’s become “resigned to it.”64 Thus, if queerness exists as that
which is counter-hegemonic and disruptive, the obscene father can certainly be understood as
queer-- he exists to disrupt the normative conception of the father within psychoanalysis.
Outside of psychoanalysis, philosophers such as Karl Marx, Jacques Derrida, and Alain
Badiou have provided ideas that draw upon the concept queer. Marx, for example, describes a
commodity as “a very queer thing.”65 The next part of Marx’s line, “abounding in metaphysical
subtleties and theological niceties,” points to his interpretation of queer as mystical and
enchanted, almost like a fairy tale. Marx finds it magical that exchange value arises out of the
form of the commodity itself; that is to say, that it exists because people have defined it as such.
Having written in the mid-1800s, Marx had no conception of the sexual and gender revolution
associated with the term queer beginning in the late 1970s. Thus, Marx didn’t think of queer in
the way that it is commonly understood today. Instead, that which is queer, such as exchange
value, for Marx, is “a mysterious thing.”66
Jacques Derrida’s “democracy to come” has been invoked as a kind of queerness in
numerous texts. Because his position is that democracy is a kind of utopianism, it follows along
with the definition of queer cited by numerous theorists.67 In an essay written to mourn Derrida’s
death in 2005, Michael O’Rourke explicitly says that “we (as queer theorists) need to
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acknowledge our debts to Derrida and have a responsibility to mourn queer theory’s loss as we
consider the future of queer theory to-come after Derrida.”68 In another of his essays, O’Rourke
draws from Derrida to define queer theory as “a post-continental theory of precisely everything,
a madly erotically impersonal model of opening up to and meshing with the strangeness of
others, of opening up to the incalculable strangeness of the future to-come.”69 O’Rourke does
work with queer theory as deviant sexuality and gender, but he doesn’t exclusively look at queer
theory along those lines; thus, his invocation of Derrida here is important by defining queerness
as a challenge to hegemonic norms in general.
Alain Badiou’s conception of the “Event” may follow this interpretation of queerness as
counter-hegemonic and uncanny as well. For Badiou, an Event occurs as a moment that ruptures
our existence, or, as Žižek says, something that so profoundly changes things that nothing can
remain the same.70 If it is true that queerness exists as radical difference, then an Event must also
be queer because it radically changes everything. Benedetta Tripodi, for example, indicates that
an Event is the only way for a subject to form—that is to say, an Event is the moment in which
the ontological subject emerges. Tripodi applies this notion to queer theory, arguing that if this is
true, and thus that an Event is the source of potentiality and being, then it becomes possible to
disrupt hegemonic norms through the instigation of a new Event.71 Jodi Dean argues that the
only way for society to disrupt capitalism and push towards a communist horizon is through a
Badiouan Event; we can read this event as queer as well.72

O’Rourke, Michael, “Queer Theory’s Loss and the Work of Mourning Jacques Derrida,” Rhizomes 10 (2005).
O’Rourke, Michael, “The Afterlives of Queer Theory,” Continent 1 (2011). 115.
70
Žižek, Slavoj. Event: A Philosophical Journey Through a Concept (London: Melville House, 2014).
71
Tripodi, Benedetta, “Ontology, Neutrality and the Strive for (non-)Being-Queer.” Badiou Studies 4 (2016).
72
Dean, Jodi. The Communist Horizon (New York City: Verso Books, 2012).
68
69

28

This understanding of queerness has also found its home in rhetorical studies. For
example, Erin Rand utilizes an understanding of queerness that is deconstructive in some of her
work:
I am claiming as queerness the lack of a necessary or predictable relation between an
intending agent and the effects of an action. I am thus working against the prevailing
academic and popular trends to employ “queer” either as an umbrella term for “gay,
lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered” identities, or as a label for sexualities and politics
that disrupt the hetero/homo binary. In other words, this is a de-essentialized notion of
queerness that disconnects “queer” from any particular referent, and instead refigures it
as the undecidability from which rhetorical agency is actualized.73
Rand’s rearticulation of queerness here uses the term as an unpredictable connection that
constructs new notions of rhetorical agency. By explicitly rejecting queer as LGBT, Rand is thus
rhetorically invoking queer as the liminal and uncanny.
My work, and that of queer utopianism, draws on this understanding of queerness as the
uncanny, but attaches that uncanniness to non-normative sexuality and gender. Thus, contrary to
Rand’s work, my study does rely on an understanding of queer as stand-in for LGBT identities.
However, queer is still a bit more complex than just LGBT. I believe that Tasmin Spargo best
summarizes queerness as I use it here:
If queer culture has reclaimed ‘queer’ as an adjective that contrasts with the relative
respectability of ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’, then queer theory could be seen as mobilizing
‘queer’ as a verb that unsettles assumptions about sexed and sexual being and doing. In
theory, queer is perpetually at odds with the normal, the norm, whether that is dominant
heterosexuality or gay/lesbian identity. It is definitively eccentric, ab-normal.74
By drawing from this conceptualization of queerness, I am working with a theory that attaches
deviant sexuality and gender to a theory about things that are normatively different. Queerness
can thus be thought of as “the abnormal, the strange, the dangerous. Queer involves our sexuality
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and our gender, but so much more.”75 By focusing “on mismatches between sex, gender and
desire,” this understanding of queerness “calls into question even such apparently unproblematic
terms as ‘man’ and woman’.”76 This critique of identity categories simultaneously draws from
and against the categories themselves; it has “emanated from specific material contexts, and not
necessarily from degenerational unremembering and academic abstractions.”77 This
interpretation of queerness thus not only attaches deviant sexuality and gender to the uncanny,
but acts to break down normative sexuality and gender dynamics.
This theoretical perspective on queerness has numerous defenses in the literature. Andre
Cavalcante, for example, argues that queerness “augments our vision and shines light onto
previously unseen identity possibilities,” and thus, that the theoretical frame of queerness opens
our studies to develop new potentials.78 José Esteban Muñoz argues that queerness “allows us to
see and feel beyond the quagmire of the present” in favor of radical futures, a definition that can
better orient personal and political praxes to foster change.79 Gust Yep suggests that queerness
“provides another view, another discursive horizon, and another perspective from which social
relations can be analyzed and examined,” thereby further supporting the utilization of queerness
as a method for analysis.80 As such, queerness operates as a powerful theory for analyzing and
understanding things in a different manner.
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This interpretation of queerness is important for my work here. Queer utopian acts strive
to challenge heteronormativity as this social structure creates violence against people with nonnormative genders and sexuality. As such, tethering queerness to these questions matters.
Interpreting queerness as not centering on deviant sexuality would thus make queer utopianism
drastically lose its radical potentiality. For example, if queer is just “a site of unbearable
disturbance,” “the taboo-breaker,” or another way of thinking about the uncanny, as several
theorists I’ve already discussed believe,81 then in some manner, almost everything is queer
because things that are not familiar tend to be at least a little bit strange. That would make
theorizing the creation and application of these queer spaces incredibly difficult, since the
majority of spaces would be queer in some manner. I thus utilize an interpretation of queerness
focusing on deviant sexuality and gender.
Within this understanding of queerness that I work with here, there are two major camps
of thought: the queer optimists and the queer pessimists. Queer optimism, as detailed and
defended by theorists such as José Esteban Muñoz and Michael Snediker, involve a reading of
queerness as hopeful and future-oriented. Optimistic queer theorists see the future as something
redeemable and heteronormativity as something that can and should be challenged.82 Queer
pessimism, however, as detailed and defended by theorists such as Lee Edelman and Jack/Judith
Halberstam,83 reject the orientation towards the future that queer optimists find within queerness.
Instead, drawing from psychoanalytic theory, queer pessimists argue that queerness is the
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fundamental site of abjection within society, and that queer people will always be forgotten in
favor of the future-oriented image of the Child. As Edelman says, queerness is “the negativity
opposed to every form of social viability.”84 Queer pessimists thus take a radically opposite
stance from queer optimists.85 I, along with Muñoz, tend to align myself with the camp of queer
optimism instead of pessimism, finding hope in a potential future as a praxis to create a less
heteronormative society. I will return to queer pessimism momentarily in this next section when
I describe how Muñoz seeks to draw upon and learn from these theorists in developing queer
utopianism.
In this section, I have provided different conceptualizations of queerness, drawing from
the existing literature that understands it both as uncanny and as deviant sex and gender. This
analysis articulates a more complete understanding of queerness necessary to understand queer
utopianism. I turn now towards a discussion of utopias and heterotopias.
Utopia/Heterotopia
Most people are familiar with the concept of a utopia—a society that is, by definition, so
perfect that it cannot exist.86 Interestingly enough, however, Sir Thomas More, who is credited
with the development of the concept, did not think of a utopia as a perfect place; rather, as More
elucidates towards the end of Utopia, it is merely a society consisting of aspects that are better
than the society in which we currently live.87 This society, consisting of the Utopians, has a
fundamentally different paradigmatic way of approaching social development. If western
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cultures can be said to be individualistic and selfish, the Utopians can be described as collectivist
and more concerned about the common good than the betterment of isolated individuals. This
concept is explicated throughout More’s Utopia. For example, Utopians are described as
working for the betterment of society instead of the accumulation of individual wealth. Utopians
care not for jewelry, gold, or silver, but only for knowledge and the correct moral way to live a
good life. Utopian cities are Republics where every man and woman is given a voice in
determining elected representatives. Each of these cities even provides access to free, universal
health care, allowing its denizens to visit a doctor whenever necessary. In other words, for More,
Utopia is drastically distinct from capitalist societies.88
However, numerous theorists interpret utopias as perfect societies. China Miéville, who
wrote the introduction to a recent version of More’s Utopia, argues that the impulse towards
utopia is a necessary component of any social project designed to create good. Even if it is an
impossible achievement, we have a social obligation to push towards utopia for the betterment of
society itself.89 In doing so, Miéville argues that we must look towards the past in order to
develop the betterment of the future. Miéville’s understanding of utopia as responsive
progression towards greater perfection thus operates within the same paradigmatic interpretation
of utopias as More, even if she and other scholars interpret utopia in a more optimistic manner
than he originally did.
This optimistic push for greater perfection is an important link between queer and
conventional utopias, although the distinctions between the two concepts are numerous. Utopias
in More’s sense paradigmatically shift towards a focus on the welfare of society, while queer
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utopias paradigmatically shift away from heteronormativity as a method of queering space itself.
Instead of aiming to create a perfect society, queer utopias seek to disrupt heteronormative social
spaces in an effort to show that non-heteronormative spaces can and are in fact possible. While
this disruption of heteronormativity is a way of making society more perfect, it is an
unconventional way of thinking about this push. Queer utopias draw much closer to Frederic
Jameson and Ernst Bloch’s understandings of utopia as a representation of a future that we can
attempt to, but may never actually, reach. Queer utopianism thus is imbued with a kind of hope
that, following Jameson and Bloch’s analyses, “shifts the very definition of what counts as
utopian in terms of its anticipatory consciousness and elusiveness, rather than its programmatic
or idealized content.”90
In this manner, queer utopias can better be thought of as Foucauldian heterotopias than
Morian utopias.91 Angela Jones, in fact, calls queer utopias queer heterotopias—spaces that “can
be created in reality” in which individuals “queer space in emancipatory ways that do not
necessarily realize a fixed utopia, but create potential for a queer future.”92 I thus turn to an
inquiry into heterotopias in an effort to better conceptualize these queer spaces.
Heterotopias differ from normal utopias because they are real, creatable spaces. In fact,
Foucault argued that heterotopias cut into the idea of utopia by creating a utopic space within the
non-utopic system of society.93 By creating momentary sites of resistance, heterotopias portray a
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potentially utopic future against the backdrop of the non-utopic society that we currently exist
within. These spaces point to the actual existence of perfect future spaces.
Queer heterotopias are sites in which individuals can “queer space” in “emancipatory
ways,” as Jones further suggests.94 Jones’ argument points to an understanding of queer
heterotopia as a space in which queer individuals can disrupt heteronormativity. In other words, a
queer heterotopia creates a queer cut against the dominant, heteronormative, non-utopic society
in which queer individuals live. This queer cut may or may not be long lasting-- something as
simple as a queer piece of performance art may act as a queer heterotopia for the people
watching95-- but it does exist as a critique of heteronormativity. As Foucault says:
Heterotopias are disturbing, probably because they secretly undermine language, because
they make it impossible to name this and that, because they shatter or tangle common
names, because they destroy ‘syntax’ in advance, and not only the syntax with which we
construct sentences but also that less apparent syntax which causes words and things
(next to and also opposite one another) to ‘hold together.’96
Heterotopias thus operate as physical and linguistic spaces, deconstructing the social
construction of words and ideologies as we currently understand them and simultaneously
rewriting the very meaning of space itself. Through this deconstruction, these spaces uncover the
social construction of meaning embedded within language.
Foucauldian heterotopias are thus a kind of counter-site that creates a utopic cut within
the non-utopic reality of society. Peter Johnson unpacks this further and puts it in simpler terms;
a heterotopia is a space of resistance against dominant, violent norms.97 In “Of Other Spaces:
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Utopias and Heterotopias,” where Foucault provides his most detailed account of heterotopias,98
Foucault discusses the importance of space, arguing that “the anxiety of our era has to do
fundamentally with space” due to the growing dichotomies between various spaces, such as the
dichotomy between private and public spaces, family and social spaces, and leisurely and work
spaces.99 This description is important to understanding what Foucault means by resistance—
heterotopias exist as those spaces that “have the curious property of being in relation with all the
other sites” through their ability to resist those sites.100 Jennifer Ingrey thus explains that a
heterotopia is a location that “calls attention to normalized spaces and places… by inverting
them” in a manner that disrupts our ability to understand them “as normal, benign, or innate.”101
Heterotopias thus deconstruct the myth of normalcy and essentiality within our very foundational
knowledge of spaces themselves.
For queer utopian interventions, this importantly points towards Foucault’s famous
argument from The History of Sexuality: Volume 1 that “where there is power, there is
resistance.”102 By inverting, or queering, normative spaces, queer utopic acts create spaces that
resist heteronormativity. The creation and existence of these spaces is an innate aspect of
normative spaces themselves because these spaces are socially constructed. Thus, when Foucault
and others argue that heterotopias are sites of resistance, these theorists are arguing that they are
sites created by power’s dirty underside; namely, that resistance to power always arises wherever
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power exists. Where dominant spaces exist, heterotopic spaces exist; where dominant spaces
exist, heterotopic spaces resist.
Foucault’s example of a mirror helps better conceptualize heterotopias. He argues that a
mirror is a heterotopic space because it simultaneously exists as a literal object and as a
reflection of other objects. As Foucault says, a mirror
makes this place that I occupy at the moment when I look at myself in the glass at once
absolutely real, connected with all the space that surrounds it, and absolutely unreal, since
in order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual point which is over there.103
A mirror both exists on its own (as the literal glass) and as an intersection of other spaces (as the
reflection of multiple objects meeting in the mirror’s image). For Foucault, the mirror is a site of
resistance by its very act of reflection. That is to say, the mirror’s ability to show what the world
really looks like cuts into the dominant, imagined image of what’s there. By cutting into the
image of reality someone has in their head, a mirror thus resists one’s hegemonic understanding
of what the world is like. Thus, the mirror is heterotopic.
To provide a more concrete example, Sandra Schmidt details the space of a single-sex
school as being an instance of a queer heterotopia. During her year-long ethnographic study of a
7th grade classroom, Schmidt watched students draw family trees among the students in the class.
She indicates that the
family tree drawn by honors boys is made only of the boys. Boys are married to other
boys in the class and some boy couples have children. Similarly, the honors girls were
married to one another and also had children. In the family tree, the married boys
represent close friendships, friends who are good to one another. They mimic married
couples in the closeness of their friendship, the time they spend together, and the way in
which they trust one another.104
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For Schmidt, this classroom reflects a queer heterotopia insofar as the students are willing to
bypass common conceptions of gender relations to think of themselves as families. In this
manner, this classroom acts as a site of resistance towards dominant gender norms and
simultaneously acts a location whereby these students can produce and interpret their own forms
of knowledge. The classroom not only exists as a physical space on its own, but also acts as a
site with relationships to other familial spaces.
Foucault details six different principles of heterotopias. First, heterotopias have to exist in
every single culture in some form, even if that form is varied depending on the culture. This
argument is also reflective of his position that power begets resistance, as it is indicative of these
sites of resistance being tethered to the power that they resist. Second, heterotopias function
differently depending on the society in which they exist, because each heterotopia “has a precise
and determined function within society.”105 That is to say, heterotopias must exist differently in
different societies because they create different spaces of resistance depending on what they are
resisting. Third, heterotopias place numerous different spaces adjacent to one another and link
them together through their instantiation of resistance. In other words, by acting as both literal,
physical locations, and as sites of resistance, heterotopias draw a connection between the space
they exist as and the space they exist as resisting. This kind of juxtaposition is thus integral to
the power inherent in these sites of resistance.
Fourth, heterotopias may link to a different space within a different time—that is to say,
they may relate to another space based on the existence of that space in a different time period.
For example, Foucault argues that the cemetery is heterotopic insofar as it links people across
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different times through their deaths. Fifth, heterotopias are simultaneously isolated and
penetrable, presupposing a “system of opening and closing” that makes these spaces separate and
connected to other parts of society.106 Sixth, and finally, Foucault believes that heterotopias, in
existing in relation with other spaces, help people better understand either the real meaning of a
different space, or an illusion portrayed by that different space. Thus, heterotopias “are
something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia.”107
Foucault isolates two types of heterotopias. First, he discusses crisis heterotopias, or a
kind of privileged, sacred, or forbidden space for people in a crisis. He provides the example of a
boarding school where adolescent males in crisis are forced to engage in their “first
manifestations of sexual virility” and grow into men.108 Second, Foucault discusses heterotopias
of deviation, or spaces where behavior that is deviant towards dominant society manifests. For
example, the classroom space discussed by Schmidt acts as a heterotopia of deviation by creating
a space that resists dominant gender norms.
I argue that a queer utopia acts as a heterotopia of deviation, acting as a location where
queerness thrives and challenges dominant instances of heteronormativity. In drawing the
connection between Foucault’s heterotopias and Muñoz’s queer utopianism, Jones thinks of
queer heterotopias as “places where individuals can challenge the heteronormative regime and
are ‘free’ to perform their gender and sexuality without fear of being qualified, marginalized, or
punished.”109 That is to say, Jones thinks of a queer heterotopia simultaneously as a site of queer
resistance and as a space to rewrite what it means to perform gender or sexuality outside of
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heteronormativity. There are, of course, still some limits inherent to these queer heterotopic
spaces-- they aren’t designed to justify expressions of sexuality or gender that produce violence
against other people, for example110-- but they are substantially less constrained by normative
conceptions of gender and sexuality. In this way, queer heterotopias can be interpreted as spaces
where individuals can resist hegemonic gender and sex norms in favor of alternative expressions
of identity.
Putting all of this together, queer utopic moments act as spaces where people with
deviant sexualities and genders can resist dominant, normative conceptions of straightness and
cisgenderness. To put it simply, a queer utopia is a space where queer people can express
queerness without fear of discrimination or oppression. These spaces obviously still have some
normative limits on behavior,111 but they are emancipatory insofar as there aren’t social
prohibitions about gender identities or homosexuality in these spaces. These spaces don’t resolve
all discrimination and hatred, but they do provide temporary respite against heteronormative
oppression in the rest of the world.
To summarize, the type of queerness that I work with here draws from an understanding
of deviant sexuality and genders. Heterotopias are spaces than intersect with and invert
dominant, normative spaces of oppression in order to manifest resistance to that oppression.
Having this background information allows a more in-depth understanding of queer utopianism.
I turn towards an investigation of that literature now.
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Queer Utopias
As previously indicated, queer utopianism is a concept developed by Muñoz in Cruising
Utopia. This concept has been used and developed further in other texts, but authors discussing
queer utopianism consistently cite Muñoz while discussing queer utopianism. I thus draw queer
utopianism from this foundational text as well, turning to a detailed explanation of Muñoz’s
arguments in light of my broader theoretical review. Importantly, Muñoz draws a lot of his
analysis from the work of Ernst Bloch, who theorized a distinction between concrete and abstract
utopias.112 I thus discuss Blochian theory throughout this section as well.
There are several different attributes of queer utopianism discussed by Muñoz in his text.
First, queer utopianism is future-oriented. For Muñoz, queerness is something that is not yet
here. That is to say, we live and exist in a heteronormative society in which normative
understandings of sexuality and gender constrain queerness, and oftentimes keep queer people in
the closet. By arguing that queer utopias are future-oriented, Muñoz thinks that these spaces are
something that we are constantly striving for and exist on the horizon. Thus, Muñoz is arguing
that the acts of queer utopia as we develop them in the here and now are flashes of a future queer
utopia, existing as small cracks in our heteronormative society that portray the existence of a
more-perfectly queer future. In other words, queer utopianism can be thought of as a kind of
“impulse that we see in everyday life” that pushes towards a future utopia.113 The process by
which we create these queer utopic moments imagines “a world to come, a world that through its
very formation begins to offer other clear and distinct visions of the world.”114 Thus, for
example, when Muñoz reads Frank O’Hara’s poem Having a Coke With You, he is projecting a

112

Bloch, Ernst. The Principle of Hope. Volume 1 (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1986).
Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 22.
114
Grattan, Sean Austin. Hope Isn’t Stupid: Utopian Affects in Contemporary American Literature (Iowa City:
University of Iowa Press, 2017). 21.
113

41

queer future in which two men can engage in this quotidian act comfortably. In this manner,
queer utopianism is innately hopeful, prescribing optimism for a future possibility of a queer
society.
In Rogues, Derrida has a short passage that I believe reflects the same kind of temporal
wordplay that Muñoz uses:
In speaking of an unconditional injunction or of a singular urgency, in invoking a here
and now that does not await an indefinitely remote future assigned by some regulative
Idea, one is not necessarily pointing to the future of a democracy that is going to come or
that must come or even a democracy that is the future.115
Derrida’s position here, in describing a democracy to come, is that this democracy is one which
simultaneously exists on the horizon and invokes a democracy that exists in the present. Derrida
even uses the Blochian language of the “here and now” to distinguish democracy as we know it
now and the future-oriented democracy created in his democracy to come.116 This rhetorical
connection importantly points to associations between Derrida’s democracy to come and
Muñoz’s queer utopianism. This is a democracy that, much like Muñoz’s queerness, both exists
now and exists only in the future. By creating heterotopias, we can begin to see the cracks in our
non-utopic society that opens room for a queer future.
Second, a queer utopic cut is an aesthetic performance. This has multiple meanings for
Muñoz. Throughout his book, Muñoz provides examples of queer utopias that are literal
aesthetic performances-- Jim Hodges’ Landscape as a depiction of scattered, broken shirts from a
gay lover and the queering of gender portrayed by Justin Bond’s drag persona Kiki are two
prominent examples in Cruising Utopia. In this manner, the aesthetic nature of the performance
of queer utopianism matters. Aesthetic acts and performances are, importantly, however, not
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only artistic, but are also affectively super-charged; one might even go so far as saying that
aesthetic acts become artful through their invocation of affective states of being.117 This
revelation has two important implications for queer utopianism. First, these moments of queer
utopia must be affective. Second, these moments must be relational and interpersonal, since that
is the nature of both affect and performances. Affect must be interpersonal and relational;
otherwise it’s just emotion.118 Performances also must be interpersonal and relational because
they are designed and conducted for some kind of audience. This analysis points us to the
conclusion that acts of queer utopia cannot be formed by or for a single person, but rather for
another. These spaces of queerness must be affective connections.
Third, Muñoz indicates that a queer utopia is a concrete utopia, drawing explicitly from
Blochian theory. For Bloch, there is a distinction between concrete and abstract utopias. Abstract
utopias are those that are imaginary and can only exist within the reaches of the mind. These
kinds of utopias are the common conception of utopia-- an absolutely perfect society that
definitionally cannot exist. Concrete utopias, however, are utopian visions that are tethered to
reality. For Bloch, concrete utopias are “actually the only form in which utopia is given to us at
all,” making them possible to achieve in a future version of the world that people currently live
in.119 This, I believe, is what Fredric Jameson means when he writes that “utopian space is an
imaginary enclave within real social space.”120
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Ruth Levitas teaches us to think about concrete utopian efforts as a telos and a method
for conducting social and political actions. Levitas reminds us that Bloch interprets concrete
utopias as being a “horizon of future possibilities” within reality itself, or, in other words, the
absolute greatest version of the world in which we currently live.121 Instead of abandoning the
world in which we exist, attempts at concrete utopianism strive to make the world the best it can
possibly be. Sean Austin Grattan further simplifies this distinction: “Concrete utopias have a
wish for a better future and a political striving to make that wish a reality, while abstract utopias
remain merely wishful thinking.”122 The easiest way to understand how Muñoz applies this idea
of concrete utopia to queer utopianism is through Foucauldian heterotopias as previously
discussed.
Fourth and finally, Muñoz thinks that queer utopia is a kind of anti-antirelationality, or
the opposite of anti-relationality. Anti-relationality, another name for queer pessimism, is a turn
taken in sects of queer theory rejecting the potentiality of an optimistic, utopian future, as I have
already explained. As the name anti-relationality implies, theorists take this stance to counter the
necessity of relationality, rejecting the notion that queer people should care about anybody but
themselves and should instead assume a radical rejection of society. Indeed, theorists such as
Edelman invite us to “side with such ‘gravediggers of society’,” to “[turn] our backs on”123 the
world, and that “what is queerest about us… is this willingness to insist intransitively—to insist
that the future stop here.”124 Muñoz disagrees with this position for two reasons. First, he is
obviously concerned with the future, since that is the location in which he positions queerness; it
is future-oriented. Because he is hopeful that queer utopias can disrupt heteronormativity, Muñoz
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rejects queer pessimism’s lack of hope in the future. Second, Muñoz thinks that queerness is
relational and interpersonal, not oppositional. That is to say, Muñoz thinks that the only way to
find queer utopianism is through the creation of a space designed by more than one person.
Muñoz’s stance must be thought of as anti-antirelationality, not just relationality; this
extra prefix is integral. Muñoz argues that by calling his position anti-antirelational, he is
learning from the position of sheer negativity staked out by queer pessimists. By staking out his
argument as anti-antirelational, this author is thus creating an understanding of queerness that is
negative of the negative itself. Simply calling his theory relational doesn’t learn from the
certainly valuable criticism created by queer pessimists, but calling it anti-antirelational gives
credit to the critique these theorists have created.
Importantly, while Muñoz distinguishes himself from the queer pessimists, he does think
that they have valuable things to say. As he says, “I do not want to dismiss the negative tout
court. Indeed I find some theories of the negative to be important resources for the thinking of a
critical utopianism.”125 Queer pessimists frequently provide a valuable reminder that the world is
not a perfect place, and that achieving a queer utopia is impossible, no matter how much we may
want to daydream about a perfect future.126 Queer pessimism thus reminds queer utopians and
optimists that they need to strive for the invocation of concrete utopias, not abstract ones. Antiantirelationality thus reflects this notion-- that we need a queerness that is down-to-earth, that
understands the pervasive nature of heteronormativity, and refuses to abstractly theorize about a
queer world without identifying concrete pathways to creating it.
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Thus, putting all of this together, we can understand a queer utopia as a future space of
absolute queerness. We are drawn towards this future space from within current moments of
heterotopia; These current heterotopias create aesthetic utopic cuts in present heteronormativity.
These cuts are anti-antirelational, concrete in the Blochian sense of the term, and recognize that
that things are not all perfect, nor will they ever truly be perfect, for queer individuals.
Numerous examples of queer utopias have been theorized in the literature, focusing
primarily on the creation of queer utopias within performance studies and artwork. Muñoz’s
Cruising Utopia, for example, discusses the queer utopic moments inherent within works by
artists such as Andy Warhol, Vaginal Davis, and LeRoi Jones. Several chapters in Jones’ Critical
Inquiry into Queer Utopias focus on queer utopias within performances as well, discussing such
things as the 2006 Israeli film The Bubble, a movie detailing a love affair between an Israeli and
a Palestinian man.127 Other theorists have primarily uncovered queer utopic efforts within these
realms as well. For example, Michael Johnson Jr. has analyzed the teenage drama Teen Wolf as a
kind of queer utopic moment.128
In addition to performances and art, the existing literature has uncovered queer utopic
moments within interpersonal queer relationships. For example, Laura Heston discusses the
existence of queer parenting, which she defines as queer individuals raising children or children
being raised in non-nuclear families. Heston argues that in usurping the traditional familial
structure, these families create a new kind of queer kinship that opens up possibilities of radical
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queer utopianism.129 Brandy L. Simula discusses the queer utopic moments created within the
eroticized spaces of BDSM, arguing that roleplaying temporarily diverts the identities of the
participants into the queer characters they portray.130 Muñoz also discusses the queer utopic
potential of queer sexual encounters, discussing several anonymous meetings and the
interrelational utopias formed in John Giorno’s You Got to Burn to Shine, a collection of erotic
gay poetry.
As I have already suggested, queer utopianism has been analyzed in terms of political
engagement and activism, but has not been analyzed diachronically or as social movements. This
hole in the literature is thus what I seek to remedy in this thesis. While it seems obvious to me
that queer utopic moments can disrupt heteronormativity, they seem to only do so in terms of
temporary disruptions. By not engaging in the hard work of creating long-lasting cuts, I believe
that queer utopias, as they are currently understood, are not as effective as they can be, and are
opened to the very legitimate criticisms laid out by Shahani and others. This study aims to
uncover how we can create queer utopic moments that have more lasting effects.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have provided a detailed explanation of queer utopianism. In order to do
so, I first unpacked queerness, including a focus on the two major perspectives of queerness as it
has been theorized in the extant literature. After examining queerness, I detailed utopias and
heterotopias, providing further background for understanding queer utopianism. Finally, I
described queer utopia, including several examples from the extant literature. This has brought
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me to the problem that this thesis seeks to explore—that queer utopic moments are ephemeral
and, as they are currently theorized, fail to create effective long-lasting change. Thus, this
chapter has done two things—it has acted as a general review of queer utopia, and it has set up
the necessity of this study. In order to continue the theoretical investigation into this question, I
now turn towards a discussion of the queer utopic cut, or the mechanism by which queer utopic
moments actualize change.
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Part II—Theoretical Analysis
This section of my study takes a theoretical approach to better understand queer
utopianism. I aim to critically engage in the literature not only on queer utopias, but also the
aspects of queer theory that have gone into the creation of this concept. I have, again, started
from the central premise that queer utopic acts should be created in order to disrupt
heteronormativity. But in order to support that claim, I have to answer the rather simple question
of how these interventions disrupt heteronormativity.
This is the central question guiding the two chapters that make up this section of my
study. Both of these chapter focus on topics that are relevant to the study of queer utopianism,
discussing the queer utopic cut and heteronormativity, respectively. And by taking a theoretical
approach to understand these two aspects, I uncover new information about queer utopic spaces
as they can get deployed. For example, my analysis of the queer utopic cut points to the
conclusion that queer utopic moments can have long-lasting change by establishing forms of
queer worldmaking and queer counterpublics. It also helps us better understand the strategy by
which queer utopian spaces challenge heteronormativity by exploring how the usage of several
small cuts are more effective than a few large cuts are. The investigation into heteronormativity
suggests that these challenges are diffuse, pervasive, and delicate. This chapter also reveals that
queer utopic cuts need to pay attention to not only heteronormativity but also homophobia and
homonormativity.
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Chapter 3—Queer Utopic Cuts
Queer utopic moments are invoked in spaces of queerness, acting as utopic cuts in the
heteronormative present that point towards a future where queerness is less constrained. If
queerness is not yet here, constantly on the unobtainable horizon, or “can be apprehended only
through the utopian,”131 then these moments must tear at the very fabric of social existence as we
know it. By problematizing heteronormativity, queer utopic acts invoke a future in the here and
now.
But how, exactly, do queer utopic spaces invoke this future? This chapter explores what I
call the queer utopic cut, or the direct challenge to heteronormativity created by instances of
queer utopic moments. In order to unpack such cuts, I begin this chapter by exploring the
necessity of a space-based analysis for theorizing the queer utopic cut. In doing so, I stumble
across a peculiar problem—if these cuts are trapped within particular spaces, then how can they
create long-lasting change? I aim to answer this question by first unpacking the immediate result
of these cuts, establishing a kind of queer relationality, and then by discussing possible after
effects of these cuts, detailing how they act as sites of queer worldmaking and queer
counterpublics.
My point in focusing on the after effects does what I believe is the necessary work of a
queer utopian—I aim to focus on a queer future through the lens of what is happening in the here
and now. In other words, I want the reader to have an image of queer worldmaking and
counterpublics painted through the lens of the queer utopic cut. Given that this is how this cut
works, I think this frame makes sense. By inviting the reader to think through this lens, I hope to
uncover another layer of analysis explaining the cut and the nature of queer utopias themselves.
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However, before I begin my investigation into the cut itself, I invite this cut back into
rhetorical theory, briefly explaining that it operates as a kind of ideological criticism. I start with
this analysis because uncovering the heteronormative ideology embedded within particular
spaces is the first step to cutting back against that heteronormativity. We cannot fight this power
structure if we cannot first prove that this power structure is there. I turn towards this argument
now.
The Cut as Ideological Criticism
The first aspect of the queer utopic cut is to create an ideological criticism of
heteronormativity. Here I mean to suggest that the first action taken by a queer utopic cut is to
uncover and pinpoint the heteronormative ideologies underpinning particular locations.132 Upon
uncovering those ideologies, a queer utopic moment can actually cut away at them. Through her
analysis on Ricoeur and utopianism, Andreea Ritivoi’s arguments provide an excellent
introduction into my argument here:
Ideology is made necessary by temporal distance, by the irreducible gap between the
levels of experience and that of interpretation….its fundamental function is to integrate
individuals in communities, in order to create and cement social bonds and to offer
concretions of identity….While ideology integrates individuals into groups, utopian
reflection allows individuals to reject or undo the integration.133
In order to imagine a more perfect future and cut back against it, queer utopic spaces must find
and criticize the heteronormative ideology within society. Utopian thought then becomes the
method that allows a theorist to untangle the ideological pinning that have written society as is.
Thus, for example when ACT UP sought to create societal change, it had to uncover the
heteronormative system that underpinned society’s beliefs. There were certainly ideological
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reasons that people were opposed to fighting the AIDS crisis—mainly, the conception that
people with AIDS were either sexual heathens or homosexuals. Thus, the queer utopic cut is an
ideological criticism that specifically targets heteronormativity.
The Space of Queer Utopic Cuts
Because queer utopias operate as Foucauldian heterotopias, inverting the normative
understanding of a particular space and time, the queer utopic cut must be connected to a kind of
spatial understanding. This metaphor is thus of incredible importance. As Thomas Nakayama
and Robert Krizek indicate:
The emergence of the spatial metaphor in academic work has encouraged scholars… to
rethink the ways in which individuals and groups construct identity, administer power,
and make sense of their everyday lives.… These ‘new’ metaphors invite the
disarrangement of modern thought by promoting a complex spatial view of postmodern
life which honors the legitimacy of multiple realities. At the same time, these spatial
metaphors consider the milieu present at the intersection of differing ‘realities’ while
recognizing the variance within each of these ‘realities’.”134
An analysis of space invites scholars to understand that our understanding of reality is not static
nor normatively true. It reminds us that, even though it oftentimes seems natural, the identities
and signifiers attached to certain bodies are created and re-created through a dialectic process
within human culture. In other words, much like Nakayama and Krizek’s view of whiteness as a
rhetorical construction, heteronormativity is contingently invoked and manifested through
cultural and rhetorical means. This makes heteronormativity strategic and complex. The queer
utopic cut, then, must serve to expose and deconstruct the ways in which heteronormativity is
replicated in particular spaces.135
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Indeed, queerness itself has always been understood in terms of spaces. Between the
bedroom, the bathhouses, and the parks, queerness has always been operationalized contingently
depending on where it is. This is true of non-sexual spaces of queerness as well, such as selfproclaimed queer shops and restaurants. Some of the most scathing criticisms of queer culture
have focused on the spaces where queer people engage in queer acts, whether those are of a
sexual or non-sexual nature.136 Yet simultaneously, some of the most powerful defenses of being
queer come from a space-based approach.137 In drawing from Alain Sanzio, one of the earliest
theorists of gay spaces, Ross Higgins suggests that
Gay territories… give gays access to space where ordinary social norms do not apply,
and are replaced by limited, function-oriented codes…. In these spaces, gays not only
escape from social control, but also from loneliness and isolation while enjoying the
physical presence of our ‘brothers’…. ‘The strength I get from the presence of this
collective life is what makes it possible to face the rest, knowing that I will be able to
return later.’138
For numerous queer people throughout history, having a designated space of queerness has been
integral to garnering the strength to survive in a heteronormative world. Absent these separate,
external spaces, sexual and gender minorities may not feel they have the energy to deal with the
world. Given this, it is only fitting that we conceptualize queer utopias within their space-based
effects.
The process of a queer utopic cut occurring can be understood as transforming place into
space, imbuing that location with a queer meaning. This distinction between place and space
matters. William L. Leap, drawing from Michel de Certeau, suggests that we can understand
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place as “a location that has been naturally formed or constructed, but whose meaning-potential
has yet to be fully developed;” space, on the other hand, can be thought of as appearing “when
practices are imposed on place, when forms of human activity impose meanings on a given
location.”139 In other words, places are pristine, lacking human construction and interference,
while spaces are imbued with power relations and structures. In this way of thinking, a place
should be non-heteronormative and non-queer; a place should just be. This, however, is too
simplistic, begging the question of what it even means for a place to exist at all. As Leap further
indicates,
It is possible, then, that what some people consider to be a naturally formed or ‘neutral’
terrain, others will claim as space by means of particular cultural practices—or may
already have done so.… In other words, the ‘ways of seeing’ relevant to a particular
sense of landscape, as well as the distinction between place and space itself, are not static
arrangements, but topics continually being constructed, negotiated, and contested.140
Using a deconstructive lens to view place, we realize that place was never actually place at all.
Rather, place was always already space. Given the pervasive power of heteronormativity (and
other such power structures), this understanding is important. Queer utopic cuts flip the meaning
inherent in ideologically settled places and turns them into ideologically contested spaces,
thereby opening new zones of queer freedom.
This space-based approach also has particular significance for the heterotopic nature of
queer utopic cuts. By cutting back against heteronormativity, queer utopic spaces seek to portray
the contestable state of gender and sex. If it is true that the spatial metaphor invites scholars to
understand the multiple conflicting realities experienced by people as contingent rather than
static, then a space-based understanding is integral to understanding these spaces and what they
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attempt to change. Moments of queer utopia must then exist contingently in particular spaces,
queering the heteronormative reality created in that location.
ACT UP, for example, takes this space-based approach to queerness as well. The point of
these demonstrations is to “occupy a space that’s not supposed to be yours” and to “usurp public
spaces.”141 In other words, by protesting, ACT UP sought to change spaces that were
predominantly heteronormative into spaces of queerness. ACT UP thus further reminds us that a
space-based approach to queerness is valuable.
For the purpose of thinking about the cut then, a space-based approach has a few
implications. This approach reminds us that heteronormativity, while hegemonic in modernsociety, does not exist uniformly throughout society. Rather, this power structure manifests itself
in particular ways. Because of this, the queer utopic cut must operate differently throughout time
and space, rejecting a monolithic approach towards fighting back. If the cut is as fluid and spacebased as I have suggested it is, then the ability for this queer utopic cut to create long-lasting
change is stymied. In other words, if heteronormativity is constantly changing based on
particular spaces, then so must the cut portraying a better future. There cannot, by definition, be
one giant cut that stops heteronormativity, but rather multiple smaller space-based cuts that chip
away at this power structure.
If it is true that queer utopias are confined to particular spaces, I have stumbled across an
interesting conundrum. How can they create long-lasting change in a system of power that
pervades other spaces? If they do only serve to fight back in particular spaces, rather than
targeting the power structure itself, then aren’t they simply cutting off each of the heads of the
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hydra separately, allowing room for the other heads to grow back while in battle? I believe that
the solution to this problem lies in the aftermath of these cuts, through the creation of queer
worldmaking and queer counterpublics. But before I turn to a discussion of those concepts, I
want to further discuss the moments in which queer utopic cuts occur, and how they change the
reality of the spaces they occupy.
Queer Relationality
When Gust Yep wrote “The Violence of Heteronormativity in Communication Studies,”
he wanted to further “make sense of the individual and collective suffering produced by
nonnormativity.”142 He recognizes that heteronormativity, even in academia, can create “deep
feelings of isolation, worthlessness, and shame to diminished access to opportunities, decreased
life chances, and multiple forms of death.”143 In response, he questions how queer individuals
can “maintain wholeness” in a world that fundamentally wishes they did not exist.144 This, I
believe, is the major effect of the queer utopic cut in the moment—it creates a space that opens
room for queer individuals to maintain wholeness in a world that rejects them. In other words,
queer utopic moments establish a kind of queer relationality.
Queer relationality can be thought of as a kind of affective connection, a communal
understanding of relations between and among queer individuals. It creates a sense of intimacy, a
kind of interdependence that exists between people who are not wanted by the outside world.
Much like Judith Butler’s work on cohabitational vulnerability and mutual dependency,145 queer
relationality recognizes a world in which queer people need to care for and about each other. It
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involves “closeness, deep knowing, mutual attunement, sensuality, and eroticism that could
range from fleeting to enduring, and spheres of desire;” it creates an emotional interconnection
that oftentimes cannot be explained through discourse.146
In many ways, queer relationality reflects the discursive components of rhetorics of
difference as elucidated by Lisa Flores. For Flores,
A rhetoric of difference includes repudiating mainstream discourse and espousing selfand group-created discourse. Through the rejection of the external and creation of the
internal, marginalized groups establish themselves as different from stereotyped
perceptions and different from dominant cultures…. The naming that comes about
through a rhetoric of difference allows groups to reflect on the uniqueness of their
identity. Pride and solidarity within one’s group are essential.147
Queer relationality rejects the mainstream, discursive construction of queer individuals and
instead invites queers to create their own communities of discourse. By arguing for intimate
interrelations designed to protect queer folks, queer relationality calls for a unique kind of pride
and solidarity within the queer community. The process also establishes a separate space by
deconstructing heteronormative conceptions of queerness itself. In doing so, queer relationality
invites queer people to “transform their space into a home,” thereby embodying this rhetoric of
difference.148 Queer relationality thus pushes towards what Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa
call “El Mundo Zurdo,”149 or the left-handed world, “the place where the misfits suddenly fit.”150
Queer relationality, however, cannot only be understood in terms of difference. To do so
risks replicating an understanding of queerness as solely abject or difference, as theorists such as
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Lee Edelman have famously done.151 This is not to suggest that Flores’ work does this—indeed,
in her work, Chicana feminists find their agency within this difference—but given the
understanding of queer as abject resulting from queer anti-relationality, we risk stumbling into
queerness as abject through an analysis of difference. Instead, we must draw from queerness as
abject to think of queer bonds in a simultaneously positive and negative way, being defined
through a kind of difference but also through a connection between individuals. This is what
Joshua Weiner and Damon Young describe as a bond of extimacy, their psychoanalytic reading
of intimacy:
What do we make of the fact that today we experience so many social spaces in which
queer bonds—however precariously and temporarily—manage to appear through
something other than just an act of defiance or resistance?.... We suggest that some ‘we,’
however fugitive, has always appeared in the interstices of historically conditioned
homophobic interpellation, perhaps in the simplest experience of two or more people
realizing their queer desire for each other…. Our queer bonds are not merely a bulwark of
resistance, via determinate negation, of the normative socio-symbolic order. It is on the
terrain of a social death that a ‘we’ precipitates into a mobile and precarious assemblage
perennially in excess of the negations it survives…. If we are ‘intimate’ when we can
recognize a symbolically articulated commonality, whence a shared identity, here we
should perhaps speak of ‘extimacy.’152
Extimacy takes Edelman’s starting point that the queer is abject and Flores’ rhetoric of difference
as a site of social agency to develop new modes of queer bonds. If queer relationality and bonds
can be thought of as a form of extimacy, then the creation of these bonds renders agency out of
that which cannot have agency—mainly, the abject—and queers the very starting point of
interpersonal relations. This process thus imagines a queer future where heteronormativity does
not define queerness in such a violent manner. Extimacy then establishes a bond that “occasions
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a certain discursive, erotic and political transconnectivity, and configures a relationality that
persists in fraught ways, whether acknowledged or not.”153
This is a benefit to the queer utopic cut in the moment. By revealing a world in which
their relations are not demonized but rather celebrated, queer people are invited to create
powerful interconnections. These interconnections create a zone of comfort and love that
reminds queer individuals that they do deserve to even be. Some of those interconnections may
be long lasting, and some may be temporary. Regardless, in this manner, the queer utopic cut
operates as a kind of queer survival strategy. By “continuing to unpack normativities, and
exploring queer relationalities,”154 the queer utopic cut inverts the space it exists within to open
room for queer life to exist. This may only be momentary and aspirational, but just the
invocation of queer utopias can create positive change.
A tangible example of queer relationality is the Positive Space Campaign, a social
campaign taking place at various universities in Canada designed to help alleviate
heteronormativity by inverting the university space to create room for queerness. Through the
distribution of posters and buttons and the creation of public rallies and workshops, this
campaign contributes “to an imagined space that confronts homophobia and heteronormativity in
the hopes of creating a campus that embraces sexual and gender diversity.”155 By fighting
heteronormativity, this campaign envisions a university environment in which queer students can
freely be themselves. It operates as a kind of “'powerful intervention in the routine lexicon’ of
the hallways or other university space,” and “disrupts the dominance of heteronormativity simply
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by being visible and drawing attention to the fact that LGBTQ people are on campus.”156 These
campaigns can and do have a positive impact by opening the space for queer life to exist.
I’d like to think that this is enough, but, unfortunately, it is not. Given the pervasive
nature of heteronormativity, this power structure adapts to this space of queer life and boxes it in.
Heteronormativity may even seep into a queered space, re-claiming it as its own bastion of
normalcy. Thus, while creating a tear in the fabric of heteronormative power is valuable, it
cannot be all that the queer utopic cut does. Rather, there must be beneficial, long-term after
effects of the cut for creating lasting change.
Queer Worldmaking
One of these important after effects comes in the form of queer worldmaking. This
process can be thought of as developing a world outside of heteronormativity for queers to
thrive. In Disidentifications, Muñoz says
The concept of worldmaking delineates the ways in which performances-- both theatrical
and everyday rituals-- have the ability to establish alternative views of the world. These
alternative vistas are more than simply views or perspective; they are oppositional
ideologies that function as critiques of oppressive regimes of ‘truth’ that subjugate
minoritarian people.157
Queer worldmaking is a process of creating an entirely queer world, challenging the
heteronormative structure that exists now. Through queer worldmaking, queer utopic cuts utilize
their heterotopic nature to create new spaces that explore a world absent heteronormativity. This
is “a messy enterprise driven by a vision of another world, another way of living,” that fights for
a more equitable future.158 Queer worldmaking thus consists of “practices and relationships that
contest the logics of compulsory heteronormativities,” challenging normative understandings of
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identity and society through new futures.159 This is not an aspirational push, but one that engages
in “the contemporary situation with its historical legacies, varying interests, and much more.”160
In other words, queer worldmaking is a kind of world-shattering that draws a new world from the
one that currently exists. This establishes a kind of Blochian concrete utopia.
Queer worldmaking is thus an important part of the queer utopia that the queer utopic cut
sets out to establish. It “engender[s] a now and a future with promise and hope that must not be
discarded as always already hetero- and homonormative,” imbuing a vision for a more perfect
world. As Muñoz even says, “queer world-making, then, hinges on the possibility to map a world
where one is allowed to cast pictures of utopia and to include such pictures in any map of the
social.”161 In other worlds, queer worldmaking is the perfectly queer part of queer utopianism,
embracing a queerness sans heteronormativity.162
Queer worldmaking, however, cannot be conceptualized in a conventional manner. Gust
Yep indicates that queer worldmaking consists of creating spaces where “individual freedom and
collective possibilities” are freely explored;163 Thomas Nakayama and Charles Morris think of
queer worldmaking as “not a strategic plan, organized by anyone, but a bottom-up engagement
with the everyday.”164 In this manner, the road to creating a queer world is rhizomatic, rejecting
straight paths in favor of queer ones that turn and bend along the way. In creating a queer world,
the world as we know it is reformulated and becomes radically different.
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A rhetorical approach to queer worldmaking is necessary to understand how it comes to
life. If it is true that “queer world-making is a process brought to life, in part, by the vernacular
contestation of discourse,” then an approach that starts from that discourse is necessary to
theorize this cut.165 In other words, queer worldmaking becomes operationalized through the
rhetorical invocation of the queer utopic cut. This happens by inverting the space that the queer
utopic cut occupies. By undermining the normative and embracing the non-normative, the queer
utopic cut rewrites what a space means. In revealing a world sans heteronormativity, this cut
divulges a vision of a queer world. It is a performative rhetoric in the Butlerian sense,
simultaneously performing and becoming the world that it seeks to create; it “attempts to remake
the world in its image.”166 In this manner, the queer utopic cut exists within a similar position to
queer kissing for Morris and John Sloop; it exhibits a “heightened sense of kairos,” insofar as it
“effects a powerful affirmation for queer communities… with potentially profound material and
symbolic implications for the constitution of sexuality.”167
The cut may also push towards queer worldmaking in a visual manner.168 In fact, this
“visual affirmation of queer lives” is oftentimes “the first step in instigating productive modes of
world-making.”169 Jeffrey Bennett takes this as a starting point in his analysis of the queer
worldmaking of the Born This Way blog, a website designed to portray the queerness of its
contributors. If they so wish, people visiting the blog may upload pictures of themselves as
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children, portraying images of queerness at a young age. These pictures may include
photographs of boys wearing dresses and acting in effeminate manners or girls wearing male
costumes. For these contributors, then, their queerness was showing at such a young age that
they could have uncovered and revealed it much sooner than they did. However, due to
internalized and external homophobia and heteronormativity, these contributors did not
understand their queerness until they were much older. In these instances, the visual
representations of queerness portray an imagined utopia whereby the contributors to this blog
could have been openly queer at a younger age.170
When ACT UP sought to redefine what it meant to be somebody living with AIDS, they
were actively utilizing queer worldmaking to change societal understandings of what it means to
be someone with AIDS. As they protested, AIDS activists articulated a new way of
conceptualizing people with AIDS in order to create this queer world. This change was not only
rhetorical, changing the literal discourse used to describe people with AIDS, but was also visual,
as demonstrators used images of their AIDS-filled bodies to re-write what it was to be someone
with AIDS. ACT UP is thus a prime example of queer worldmaking.
In addition, queer worldmaking acts as a form of healing. In creating separate worlds
through forms of queer relationality, the queer utopic cut reminds queer people that
heteronormativity is not an innate phenomenon, but rather one to be deconstructed. For example,
Benny LeMaster writes about the Trans Empowerment Group (TEG for short), a campus-based
support group for transgender students. Through ethnographic data, LeMaster explores the queer
worldmaking process of this group as transgender students engage each other in group meetings.
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For the students involved in TEG, meeting spaces push towards a queer world. One of the ways
this is operationalized is through the laughter of the students. As LeMaster says, “We all laugh.
Through our collective laughter, we process our relative intersectional degrees of deviation from
the mythical norm.”171 Through this laughter, the students involved in the group simultaneously
engage in a learning process whereby they become more familiar with the process of deviation
from heteronormativity—and thus push towards making a queer world—and experience a
temporary, cathartic release from the norms they are consistently constrained by. Thus, by
envisioning and pushing towards a queer world rhetorically, the queer utopic cut can begin to
heal the wounds inflicted by heteronormativity.
The telos of queer worldmaking is not to suggest an immediate change, even if queer
worldmaking does have valuable, immediate effects, like queer healing. Rather, this is a longterm project—the world cannot be revolutionized in a day. Thus, queer worldmaking must be a
part of the afterlife of a queer utopic cut. In much the same way that Morris and Sloop argue that
“in order to achieve a queer world, a ‘critical visual mass’ of same-sex public kissing must
exist,” the call for queer worldmaking must be repeated endlessly to counter
heteronormativity.172 Queer worldmaking thus demands an endless repetition of the queer utopic
cut.
Queer Counterpublics
The queer utopic cut also creates queer counterpublics in its afterlife. Nancy Fraser
argues that counterpublics are “parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social
groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their
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identities, interests and needs.”173 Warner confirms this interpretation, understanding
counterpublics as spaces in which “a dominated group aspires to re-create itself as a public and,
in doing so, finds itself in conflict not only with the dominant social group, but also with the
norms that constitute the dominant culture as a public.”174 Through the circulation of texts and
particular readings, understandings, and interpretations of those texts, counterpublics arise as
alternative spaces designed to counter normativites. Thus, when queer utopic moments
operationalize an oppositional stance to the heteronormative, they create a queer counterpublic.
Warner suggests that counterpublics illuminate the “contradictions and perversities inherent in
the organization of all publics.”175 Counterpublics thus reveal and deconstruct the fundamentally
social nature of meaning in spaces, much like heterotopias. Drawing from this, we can
understand queer counterpublics as spaces in which we can see the creation of “queer spatialities,
where emancipatory and transgressive acts can thrive,” creating the potential for a utopic, nonheteronormative reality.176
Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner theorize this queer counterpublic in their article “Sex
in Public” as a kind of queer culture. Early in their article, these theorists state that they aim to
uncover
the radical aspirations of queer culture building: not just a safe zone for queer sex but the
changed possibilities of identity, intelligibility, publics, culture, and sex that appear when
the heterosexual couple is no longer the referent or the privileged example of sexual
culture.177
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As a form of culture-building, queer counterpublics must seek to form a positive identity through
the invocation of queer transgressions. One example of this queer culture-building can be found
in the HBO show Queer as Folk. This show follows several gay characters living in New York,
offending American sensibilities through their queer lives. Portraying copious amounts of gay
sex, drug usage, naked clubbing, and characters who are HIV-positive, Queer as Folk provided
“no excuses, no apologies, and no regrets” for queer culture.178 This embracing of “over-the-top
sexuality and fantasy” embraces the promiscuity that heteronormativity has used to define
queerness.179 In other words, the queer counterpublic developed through the circulation of the
text Queer as Folk chose to reclaim the supposedly-negative parts of queer culture and redefine
it as positive. Reveling in gay sex, Queer as Folk reflects a culture that is very queer.
Indeed, queer culture itself is a queer counterpublic. Queer culture “constitutes itself in
many ways other than through the official publics of opinion culture and the state,” defining
itself simultaneously in opposition to those official publics and as a form of alternative
existence.180 In fact, queer culture “has almost no institutional matrix for its counterintimacies,”
creating interpersonal relations in such an uncanny manner that we don’t have the signifiers to
properly describe these kinships.181 And even when certain gay and queer folks define
themselves as different from other queers, rejecting a life of promiscuity and sexual excess,
“their success, their way of living, their political rights, and their very identities would never
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have been possible but for the existence of the public sexual culture they now despise”182
because those very public instances of carnal pleasure paved the way for their existence. ACT
UP, for example, established a queer counterpublic through its usage of art-filled protest, seeking
to appropriate dominant images of death by AIDS and re-write those deaths as criticisms of the
institutions who allowed those deaths to occur. Queer culture must be a counterpublic because it
is intimately intertwined with queer sex.
This form of culture-building is important. By defining itself through opposition to
heteronormativity, queer counterpublics, much like queer relationality, risk falling into the
structural trap of anti-relationality. However, through the reclamation and creation of queer
cultures, queer counterpublics can avoid this concern. Berlant and Warner understand this as a
process of deconstruction. It is worth quoting these theorists at length here:
Heterosexuality is not a thing. We speak of heterosexual culture rather than
heterosexuality because that culture never has more than a provisional unity. It is neither
a single Symbolic nor a single ideology nor a unified set of shared beliefs. The conflicts
between these strands are seldom more than dimly perceived in practice, where the
givenness of male-female sexual relations is part of the ordinary rightness of the world,
its fragility masked in shows of solemn rectitude…. Hegemonies are nothing if not elastic
alliances, involving dispersed and contradictory strategies for self-maintenance and
reproduction.183
Counterpublics surrounding Queer as Folk that embrace queer culture and build it up thus do so
by simultaneously deconstructing heteronormativity. When queer counterpublics rewrite the
connotations attached to queer culture, they are establishing a positive, oftentimes affective
connection to the very signifiers and identities that heteronormativity deems deviant and
illegitimate. Establishing this queer culture thus matters.
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Queer counterpublics must be long-term. Culture-building does not happen overnight, but
rather over a large period of time, constantly being built up and torn down by people as they see
fit. The process of circulating texts, an integral part of counterpublics for Warner, also does not
happen in an instant. Rather, circulation (and re-circulation) occur over time as a continual
process. While the queer utopic cut may act to establish a queer counterpublic quickly, the
building up and empowering of that counterpublic must take place in the medium to long-term.
Queer counterpublics can thus be thought of as an after effect of the queer utopic cut.
Conclusion: The Cut
This chapter has theorized the effects of what I have been calling the queer utopic cut, the
tearing in the fabric of heteronormative power structures that occurs with the creation of queer
utopic acts. To begin with, the cut must act as a form of ideological criticism and uncover
heteronormativity within particular spaces. This queer utopic cut then has the immediate effect of
creating queer relationality, a unique form of kinship that may last for a moment or for a lifetime.
Opening with a discussion of the importance of a space-based focus and the immediate effect of
the cut, I uncovered a problem regarding the larger efficacy of queer utopic moments. Thus,
investigating the long-term effects of queer utopian efforts is integral to this analysis. Over the
long-term, these moments seek to establish queer worlds and counterpublics as a larger push
against heteronormativity. These four components thus establish the power of the queer utopic
cut.
However, distinguishing between two of these components—queer worldmaking and
queer counterpublics—is incredibly difficult, given that they oftentimes exert similar
capabilities. Queer counterpublics make queer worlds, and queer worlds make queer
counterpublics. Berlant and Warner, in fact, refer to queer counterpublics as a kind of “world-
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making project.”184 They both imbue queerness with affective attachments in unorthodox and
non-normative ways as well. Given that this is ultimately a project in queer utopianism, it is
reasonable that these two categories permeate each other, constantly deconstructing and
reconstructing their fluid boundaries as simultaneously separate and together. Thus, it makes
sense that separating these two after effects is functionally impossible. For the purpose of this
study, however, I attempt to separate them in order to provide more analytic accuracy.
Queer utopianism has two components—a world of immense queerness and a world
without heteronormativity. Queer worldmaking seeks to establish the latter aspect—a world
without heteronormativity—while queer counterpublics seek to establish the former aspect—a
world of immense queerness. The metaphor of world should help in clarifying the distinction
between these two components. Queer worldmaking seeks to create a new world, arising out of
the ashes of the world in which we currently reside. Queer counterpublics seek to change and rewrite this world’s deployment of heteronormativity. This makes sense given the theories
influencing each of these components—by invoking a rhetoric of difference, queer worldmaking
seeks to find a queer world of its own; by utilizing deconstruction, queer counterpublics seek to
re-articulate the world that we currently know. These components together are necessary for the
development of a queer utopia, operationalizing the perfect world that it envisions. They create
“open-ended promises of a better future,” performatively enacting the claim that things can and
will get better.185
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I end this chapter by invoking a flash of queer utopia. Morris and Sloop detail the utopic
moment of a queer kiss between two men, rhetorically describing a future detached from a
heteronormative order. They indicate that
from the collision of queer lips is sparked a conflagration sufficient to scorch the
heteronormative order in US public culture. The perils and potentialities of such a project
are the subject of our critical engagement, by means of which we emphasize the
significance and urgency of same-sex kissing as at once cultural representation and a
political imperative.…That same kiss between two men, however, constitutes a ‘marked’
and threatening act, a performance instantly understood as contrary to hegemonic
assumptions about public behavior, and the public good, because it invites certain
judgments about the men’s deviant sexual behavior and its imagined encroachments,
violations and contagions, judgements that inevitably exceed the mere fact of their having
a mutually affirming encounter.186
The emotional description of this queer kiss betrays a visceral reaction, a fundamental change
between the two men involved in such a way that society is altered. As the kiss comes to an
impassioned crescendo and heteronormativity is repelled, Morris and Sloop remind the reader of
dominant society’s reaction to this event. By instigating an affair that radically threatens the
dominant order, a kind of “queer juggernaut,”187 Morris and Sloop’s description of a queer kiss is
really one of the creation of a queer utopic moment, cutting back against the heteronormative
invocation that kissing should only happen between two people of the opposite sex. While a
queer kiss may not be a particularly long-lasting or efficacious cut—indeed, it has become quite
normalized in American pop culture—it does temporarily transport the people involved into
another dimension, another future, one in which queerness thrives in and of itself. And it may
create the kinds of queer worlds and counterpublics that I have isolated here. This is the
rhetorical cut created by attempts at queer utopia. By inverting the space in which they exist,
these cuts remind us that heteronormativity is not static nor natural, but rather malleable and

186
187

Morris and Sloop, “’What Lips These Lips Have Kissed’,” 2. Author’s emphasis.
Ibid, 3.

70

changeable. If it is true that “knowledge is not made for understanding; it is made for cutting,”
then invoking queer utopianism must be constantly replicated in order to fight back against
heteronormativity.188 Through an in-depth analysis of the queer utopic cut, I hope to have
uncovered how this queer knowledge can be used for cutting, both as a way to differently
theorize the utopic cut and to provide the best legal praxis for groups to cut.
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Chapter 4—Heteronormativity and Power
This chapter conceptualizes heteronormativity and its concomitant power structures,
isolating various ways in which straightness and cis-genderness are conceptualized as normative
in modern-day society. Because queer utopianism take aim at the production of normalcy
proscribed by heteronormativity, I believe that this investigation is integral to enrich our
understandings of queer utopian moments and how they get created. Throughout this chapter, I
take aim at detailing not just this power structure, but also the ways that it intertwines with forms
of resistance. I take the position that in order to understand resistance to power, theorists must
better investigate how resistance not only challenges power structures, but also how that
resistance can problematize power itself. In other words, my position is that resistance is a kind
of “diagnostic of power” itself.189 Not only does power beget its own resistance, as Michel
Foucault reminds us, but “where there is resistance, there is power.”190 The existence of queer
utopic moments thus demand an investigation into heteronormativity because of their intimate
interconnections.
I begin by detailing the importance of investigating power structures like
heteronormativity, including an understanding of these structures not as primarily top-down,
monolithic entities, but rather as diffuse, micropolitical struggles. I draw from Foucauldian
theories of power to make this point. I then detail the evolution of heteronormativity throughout
modern-day society, paying close attention to the ways in which its nature requires this
interpretation of power as scattered and non-monolithic. From this analysis, I stumble upon a
strange relationship between heteronormativity and queerness whereby they both rely on the
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other to exist. In this capacity, heteronormativity and queerness are two sides of the same coin;
thus, when queerness seeks to disrupt heteronormativity, it must also seek to disrupt itself. I refer
to this as a kind of queer death drive and then attempt to reason my way out of it in defense of
queer utopias. I conclude by discussing the application of this chapter’s analysis as a whole to
queer utopian moments, arguing that it expands our understanding of what these spaces can do.
Power Structures
Any theorist attempting to analyze resistance would be ill-advised to look simply at the
act of resistance. Rather, one must also recognize and understand the importance of the power
structure that is being resisted. This is easily forgotten by theorists in a wide range of disciplines.
As Abu-Lughod reminds us:
Despite the considerable theoretical sophistication of many studies of resistance and their
contribution to the widening of our definition of the political, it seems to me that because
they are ultimately more concerned with finding resistors and explaining resistance than
with examining power, they do not explore as fully as they might the implications of the
forms of resistance they locate…. There is perhaps a tendency to romanticize resistance,
to read all forms of resistance as signs of the ineffectiveness of systems of power and of
the resilience and creativity of the human spirit in its refusal to be dominated. By reading
resistance in this way, we collapse distinctions between forms of resistance and foreclose
certain questions about the workings of power.191
That is to say, when we skip our investigations into theories of power in favor of finding
resistance, we do ourselves a disservice by misunderstanding how that resistance happens. If we
do not isolate and attempt to comprehend the power structure that resistance is resisting, then we
cannot properly understand the act of resistance itself. I imagine this call as similar to the one
that Foucault makes in The Subject and Power to not only ask questions about the ways in which
power affects individuals, but also questions regarding the nature of power itself.192 We must
seek to understand not only how power manifests itself, but the ways in which it is exercised.
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Importantly, theorists should analyze not just power itself, but also power relations; that is, they
should study the ways in which power shapes interactions between and among the bodies that it
exerts authority over.193
Luckily, a lot of work has already investigated the nature of power structures. For
example, theorists such as William Robinson have investigated the dimensions of capitalist
power structures, including its resultant ecological and militaristic oppression.194 Theorists such
as Deniz Kandiyoti have identified the violence associated with patriarchy placed upon women,
boxing them into particular social locations that are defined as feminine.195 Fiona Campbell
isolates how able-normativity exerts power upon bodies deemed disabled by society and limits
the self-agency of these people.196 Frank Wilderson III has investigated systems of antiblackness as an ontological power structure that oppresses black people in the United States.197
Patrick Wolfe takes a similar understanding of settler colonialist violence in the Americas,
arguing that the genocidal impulse by which this power structure has created violence on the
indigenous peoples of this continent continues to replicate itself.198
Given that the study of queerness has a lot of its roots in Foucauldian theory, 199 I draw
from there in order to conceptualize power. First and foremost, for Foucault, power is
discursive.200 That is to say, power is defined by its ability to be translated throughout human
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society in multifaceted manners. For example, in The History of Sexuality, Foucault seeks to
explore “the regime of power-knowledge-pleasure that sustains the discourse on human sexuality
in our part of the world.”201 For Foucault, sex is “put into discourse” by dominant power
structures that then normalize and control what forms of sexuality are deemed legitimate.202 The
discursive components of sexuality simultaneously draws focus towards certain kinds of
sexuality and away from other forms of sexuality that it believes are less defensible. This
discourse, importantly, begets more discourse surrounding sex while simultaneously developing
taboos around it. Thus, while it is true that “sex must not be named imprudently,” it must also be
scientifically studied “down to [its] slenderest ramifications.”203 Sex thus becomes taboo in
everyday conversation yet an important topic of medical conversation; this perverse inversion of
sex simultaneously sanitizes it and delegitimizes its existence outside of the doctor’s office or
clinic. The power surrounding sex is thus unique in how it controls the ways in which we speak
about this topic.
This kind of power is thus not replicated in a top-down approach, whereby a leader
decrees that heterosexuality is the only legitimate form of sexual relations. Rather, the discursive
nature of power, for Foucault, proves that power can only be conceptualized as diffuse and
pervasive. As Foucault himself says, “the main objective of these struggles is to attack not so
much ‘such and such’ an institution of power… but rather a technique, a form of power.”204 The
power that I am discussing is thus one that does not maintain itself in a physical institution, but
rather in the instrumentalization of itself. A subject under this form of power has a dual meaning;
it is both “subject to someone else by control and dependence; and tied to his own identity by a
201
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conscience or self-knowledge.”205 This kind of power can thus only be understood as spread out,
located in diverse social spaces and replicated through numerous social spheres.
This is not to deny the influence of top-down structures of power. Indeed, Foucault
investigated the ways in which state power enforces the culturally-diffuse power that I have been
discussing here. If it is true that “the state’s power… is both an individualizing and a totalizing
form of power,” then the state manages to operationalize power dynamics in two different
manners.206 The first way is the common, top-down understanding of power, while the second
way is more diffuse and complex. This is what Foucault calls pastoral power. The state operates
like a pastor, acting as a Christian savior to each of the individual subjects who are within the
domains of its power. While this does require the state to lead its people, it also requires its
people to want to be led; in other words, the people want to be good subjects to the state. Giles
Deleuze and Félix Guattari suggest that this means people desire their own oppression,
embracing the micro-fascist impulse elicited by power structures that are simultaneously topdown and dispersed.207 Thus, when I argue that this form of power does not come into existence
from a normative, conventional structure, my point is not that it cannot be propagated in such a
way. Rather, I aim to indicate that solely conceptualizing power in such a manner is insufficient.
We can thus speak of power as having an incredibly pervasive nature. It is better to
approach power as something that “exists only when it is put into action,” a kind of “action upon
an action,” that invites people to act in certain ways.208 Power does not take away people’s
agency to act, but rather catalyzes it while simultaneously shaping the direction of action being
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taken. Given this description of the nature of power and its structures, Foucault suggests that we
analyze power as a complex site of relations “rooted in the system of social networks.”209 If it is
true that power is diffuse and pervasive, then it cannot exist under the sole purview of some
powerful entity managing its operations. Given this lack of control, power must beget its own
resistance, it must imply “a strategy of struggle,” a place in which “power may become a
confrontation between two adversaries.”210
This analysis is important for thinking about queer utopias like ACT UP. As Joshua
Gamson reminds us, figuring out exactly what power structures were being fought by this
organization was sometimes difficult:
Who is the enemy? Asking this question of ACT UP, one often finds that the enemies
against which their anger and action are directed are clear, familiar, and visible: the state
and corporations. At other times, though, the enemy is invisible, abstract disembodied,
ubiquitous: it is the very process of ‘normalization’ through labelling in which everyone
except one’s own ‘community’ of the de-normalized and its supporters is involved. At
still other times, intermediate enemies appear, the visible institutors of the less visible
process: the media and medical science.211
In other words, pinpointing the exact source of power, and thus who to fight, is sometimes very
difficult for those seeking to construct queer utopic cuts. Gamson’s argument, however,
importantly reminds us that queer utopic organizations like ACT UP must be understood in terms
of their concomitant power structures. I now turn towards a more detailed investigation into the
nature of heteronormativity, the power structure that queer utopianism sets out to disrupt.
Heteronormativity
Michael Warner discusses the concept of heteronormativity in his Fear of a Queer
Planet: Queer Politics and Social Theory. As he says, heteronormativity is the social norm and
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structure in which “het[erosexual] culture thinks of itself as the elemental form of human
association, as the very model of intergender relations, as the indivisible basis of all community,
and as the means of reproduction without which society wouldn’t exist.”212 Heteronormativity is
thus the dominant belief system that the way people normally live and exist is as heterosexual
and cisgender; it is the social process that “makes heterosexuality hegemonic through the process
of normalization.”213 Thus, heteronormativity rhetorically normalizes heterosexuality in a
manner that simultaneously demonizes that which is not heterosexual, thereby reifying a
hegemonic, cultural perspective that queerness should be repressed.
It is important to understand this heteronormative system of power as a sociallydeveloped power structure, not an ontological one. In other words, heteronormativity is
culturally developed and not necessarily inevitable. This means that heteronormativity is
deconstructable. This is what Gust Yep means when he reminds us that “heterosexuality must
anxiously, repeatedly, and persistently set about trying to affirm itself.”214 As an unstable
signifier, anxiety about heterosexuality abounds in modern society. This is not to suggest that
there is not some innate drive towards dimorphic reproduction in the human psyche, nor that
people cannot “naturally” be heterosexual. Rather, my suggestion here is that the continuous
compulsion and demand to identify as heterosexual is one that is rhetorically invoked, and that
heteronormative rhetorical invocation is deconstructable.
The justification whereby heteronormativity creates violence upon queerness comes from
the anxiety surrounding the societal compulsion to be heterosexual. Heteronormativity creates
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“individuals, groups, and communities that are deemed to be less important, less worthwhile, less
consequential, less authorized, and less human.”215 This power system attempts to create a
normal “invisible center” that categorizes people into two genders and one sexuality, enforcing
violence upon all those who don’t fit into that socially constructed center.216 Oftentimes, that
violence does create ostracization, in which queer people are pushed out of the center and into
systems of social oppression. However, heteronormativity can also result in physical violence.
The murder of Matthew Shepard in 1998 is arguably the most famous example of this, in which a
gay college student was lured out from a bar and murdered for his sexuality. Some research has
indicated that such a publicized murder may have created a ripple effect, increasing both the
amount of attacks upon queer individuals and self-repression of one’s queerness.217 This not only
shows the insidious yet fragile nature of heteronormativity, but also that it is a diffuse and
pervasive power structure like the ones theorized by Foucault.
Heteronormativity is thus simultaneously incredibly powerful and deconstructable. As
Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner remind us,
Heteronormativity is more than ideology, or prejudice, or phobia against gays and
lesbians; it is produced in almost every aspect of the forms and arrangements of social
life: nationality, the state, and the law; commerce; medicine; and education; as well as in
the conventions and affects of narrativity, romance, and other protected spaces of
culture.218
Yet at the same time, heteronormativity is kind of a flimsy power structure that can be
problematized and critiqued. In this manner, heteronormativity is given power socially; but at the
same time, it can have that power taken away from it socially.
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The example of Matthew Shepard also uncovers the embedded relationship between
heteronormativity and homophobia, which are distinct yet interrelated forms of anti-queer
violence. If heteronormativity is created through the anxiety surrounding heterosexuality,
homophobia is the explicit, overt hatred of queerness. Heteronormativity thus attempts to
normalize heterosexuality, and, as a result, demonizes queerness; homophobia inverts the first
step and directly demonizes queerness. These two systems of violence are implicated within each
other for obvious reasons, but are conceptually different. One can be heteronormative without
being homophobic. For example, heteronormativity frequently manifests itself not just in
external power structures but also within individual queer and transgender people. People who
are still “in the closet” oftentimes internalize heteronormativity and reject the idea that they
could ever be anything but heterosexual and cisgender. This is a uniquely insidious way that
heteronormativity operates, as self-denial is linked to numerous negative psychological states of
being, such as depression and anxiety. It creates a unique form of self-hatred that oftentimes
results in self-harm.219 Thus, heteronormativity and homophobia, while intertwined, are two
distinct forms of anti-queer power structures.
Heteronormativity can thus be conceptualized as a pervasive power structure that
attempts to protect the problematic assumption that being heterosexual and cisgender is right or
normal. This anxiety frequently arises at the expense of queerness and transgenderness. It is
intimately interconnected with homophobia, but not quite the same system of oppression and
violence.
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The interpretation of heteronormativity I have provided here is explicated by numerous
theorists. Kristen Schilt and Laurel Westbrook understand heteronormativity as “the suite of
cultural, legal, and institutional practices that maintain normative assumptions that there are two
and only two genders, that gender reflects biological sex, and that sexual attraction between these
‘opposite’ genders is natural or acceptable.”220 Chris Ingraham and Casey Saunders define
heteronormativity as something that “sets institutionalized heterosexuality as the standard for
social arrangements based on the asymmetrical division of the sexes.”221 Stevi Jackson thinks
that heteronormativity “defines not only a normative sexual practice but also a normal way of
life.”222 Thus, this interpretation of heteronormativity is widely understood in the existent
literature.
Separately but importantly, as Jane Ward and Beth Schneider remind us, understanding
heteronormativity without including “attention to its companion, homonormativity” creates an
incomplete understanding of how heteronormativity operates.223 Homonormativity can be
thought of as an offshoot of heteronormativity, suggesting not that queer individuals should be
deemed abnormal, but rather that they should force themselves back into normalcy as much as
they can. In other words, homonormativity is about how queer people should act in society. This
oftentimes results in the suggestion that queer people act as closely to straight people that they
can, becoming the “mainstream expression of lesbian and gay culture.”224 Events such as pride
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parades225 and gay marriage226 have been commonly criticized as being homonormative. These
kinds of homonormative events operate as a double-edged sword, simultaneously deeming
certain forms of queerness more legitimate than others while also creating the conditions for
queerness to thrive. Thus, while it is important to criticize the homonormative as an example of
neoliberal mainstreaming, it is also important to recognize that homonormativity is distinctly
different from heteronormativity and can be valuable for queer people.227 For example, pride
parades are often important for queer people to accept themselves and build communities with
other queer individuals. Gay marriage is an important recognition and portrayal of love for many
people. Sometimes queer people “consciously chose to fit in and do ‘normal stuff’;” sometimes
queer people “do not want to unmake or unbecome-- especially when making and becoming
have been so difficult.”228 Homonormative forms of expression can be incredibly valuable for
queer individuals. Criticisms of homonormativity thus must tread carefully, as this offshoot to
heteronormativity is simultaneously useful and problematic. Theorists should certainly continue
to criticize the systems that deem queerness to be abnormal but also need to recognize that queer
people must contingently survive in their day-to-day lives.
Heteronormativity is thus the target which queer utopias aim to challenge. An
understanding of heteronormativity would be incomplete without an understanding of
homophobia and homonormativity, which are similar but not exactly the same as
heteronormativity. Distinguishing between these three powerful discursive structures is thus

See, for example, Greensmith, Cameron, and Sulaimon Giwa, “Challenging Settler Colonialism in Contemporary
Queer Politics: Settler Homonationalism, Pride Toronto, and Two-Spirit Subjectivities,” American Indian Culture
and Research Journal 37 (2013).
226
Browne, Kath, “’By Partner We Mean…’ Alternative Geographies of ‘Gay Marriage’,” Sexualities 14 (2011).
227
Brown, Gavin, “Homonormativity: A Metropolitan Concept that Denigrates ‘Ordinary’ Gay Lives,” Journal of
Homosexuality 59 (2012).
228
Cavalcante, Struggling for the Ordinary, 19.
225

82

integral to theorizing about queer utopianism. Queer utopic moments seek to disrupt these forms
of normalcy by pointing to a future where queer people can be more free. As Muñoz says, these
queer cuts aspire to create “a queer feeling of hope in the face of hopeless heteronormative maps
of the present.”229 This is the innate value in these moments. By creating a utopic cut in the
fabric of the non-utopic society in which we live, these spaces show the potential for a less
violently heteronormative society.
Abu-Lughod reminds us that it is important to know how power structures evolve and
change over time. This means that heteronormativity gets manifested in different ways. One of
the ways that heteronormativity has been altered is through the lower frequency of
heteronormative rhetoric. Terms like “faggot,” which are still generally understood as derogatory
towards LGBTQ+ individuals, were substantially more common in the past than they are today.
The term “queer” was understood as derogatory by the masses until it was reclaimed by social
movements like ACT UP and Queer Nation.230 The rhetorical invocation of arguments about
marriage being “naturally” between a man and a woman create a heteronormative understanding
of marriage; these kinds of arguments are substantially less common in the public sphere now
than they were twenty years ago.231 This is not to suggest that heteronormativity is not invoked
in these manners anymore—it is painfully apparent that there are still people arguing, for
example, against gay marriage—but it is a strategy that has become less common as
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heteronormativity and its deconstructability has come to light in modern-day society. Given the
rise of conservative populism throughout most of the western world, it would be irresponsible to
assume that heteronormativity has gone away. However, I do believe that it is reasonable to
suggest that it has generally shifted towards a strategy that is not as commonly overt as it used to
be. For example, people who powerfully confuse normative conceptions of gender, such as
RuPaul and Laverne Cox, are increasingly popular in the eyes of modern-day western societies.
In gaining national and international visibility and acceptance, these individuals are disrupting
the heteronormative assumptions that society conventionally has surrounding gender.232 Yet
simultaneously, hate crimes against these people are still occurring.233 While heteronormativity
is not as overt as it has been throughout the past, it is still very much alive today.
The Queer Death Drive
The reading of heteronormativity that I have provided suggests that it is built upon the
back of queerness itself. That is to say, heteronormativity cannot exist without queerness as its
enemy; in order for there to be this invisible center of normalcy, there needs to also exist that
which is outside of the center, or that which is queer. We can thus also think of the inverse of this
relationship—if queerness exists as that which is deviant and non-normative, then it must rely on
the existence of something normative to be developed in opposition to. In this way, when
queerness seeks to disrupt heteronormativity, it must also invite its own disruption. We can think
of this as a queer death drive. Joshua Gamson, for example, discusses this tendency to selfannihilate within queer social movements:
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An inclusive queerness threatens to turn identity to nonsense, messing with the
idea that identities (man, woman, gay, straight) are fixed, natural, core
phenomena, and therefore solid political ground…. Identities are fluid and
changing; binary categories (man/woman, gay/straight) are distortions…. Gender
is socially assigned; binary categories (man/woman, gay/straight) are inaccurate
and oppressive; nature provides no rock-bottom definitions.234
If queerness sets out to disrupt binary categories, creating spaces for non-normative genders and
sexualities to thrive, then it simultaneously invites the disruption of the categorization of gender
and sexuality itself, as they are the basis for oppression. For queerness, it is not just the gender or
sexuality binary that causes oppression, it is the impulse to contain people within the category of
gender or sexuality itself.235 If queerness is grounded in a kind of deviant gender or sexuality,
and it seeks to challenge of the identity categories gender and sexuality, then it must also be a
criticism of itself.
Thus, queerness must embody a form of the psychoanalytic death drive, a push towards
the ultimate finality of its own ending. This is a psychic position not located in the biological
sense of the body, but “at the junction between life and death, as the interrelated compound, at
the very heart of life phenomena."236 For Sigmund Freud, the death drive is a clinical
observation, which is to say that it is a psychological state of being for the psychoanalyst to
discover within his or her patients. For Jacques Lacan, the death drive is the innate drive to
jouissance that can only be located within death. Thus, even though there are important
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distinctions between these two theorists’ interpretations of this concept, Freud and Lacan both
locate the death drive within some intimate drive towards the finality of death inherent within
people. Noreen Giffney investigates this intimate aspect of queerness, indicating that:
It is queer’s relentless questioning of all categorical imperatives, including the ontology
Queer itself. The unremitting desire to undo, disrupt and make trouble for norms. The
recognition that queer is transitory and momentary and thus might be superseded or
become defunct as an interpretative tool at some future date, as well as the dedication to
examining the notion of utility itself…. Queer itself is haunted by the death drive, driven
both towards its own ‘death’ and by the knowledge that it will – must—end; towards a
time when it will be either superseded or no longer useful, needed, required, or desired…
the apocalyptic moments at which the death drive becomes the destruction drive in the
service of shattering an imposing illusion produced as a shifting signifier of
heteronormative hegemony.237
By disrupting the hegemonic impulse to determine gender and sexuality itself, queerness invites
its own demise. This is an interesting conundrum when investigating queer utopianism. If the
death drive is inherent within queerness, then what does it mean to create queer utopic spaces?
How can we even have such spaces, when the creation of those spaces invite their own demise?
Two different responses should suffice to resolve this dilemma. First, it is important to
understand the cultural, political, and social implications of queerness as taking distinct forms
and purposes. Cultural queerness is very different from political and social queerness. The point
is not to place these distinct forms upon one another, but rather to understand that each kind of
queerness has its own effects. Another quote from Gamson should help clarify this point:
Queerness spotlights a dilemma shared by other identity movements (racial, ethnic, and
gender movements, for example); fixed identity categories are both the basis for
oppression and the basis for political power…. The case of queerness, I will argue, calls
for a more developed theory of collective identity formation and its relationship to both
institutions and meanings, an understanding that includes the impulse to take apart that
identity from within.238
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Queerness is incredibly multi-faceted, simultaneously calling for a deconstruction of the identity
categories that call for oppression in the first place and a necessary usage of them. Culturally,
queerness sets out to deconstruct the very signifiers that make gender and sexuality legible. But
politically and socially, queerness calls for the creation of spaces and material changes that allow
people with non-normative sexualities and genders to thrive. Queerness is contradictory in this
sense, but that contradiction is what makes queerness a useful analytic for striving to create
utopias—it simultaneously seeks contingent change that allows lives to become more livable and
strives to break down the normative binaries that replicate violence. Thus, queerness, much like
utopia, is something that we constantly strive for, a logical contradiction within itself that
operates to push our understandings of the world in radically new directions.
Another way to understand the cultural, political, and social distinctions that I have
drawn out here is to think about queerness diachronically. Queerness has the long-term goal of
breaking down the identifiers that are innate to oppression, but in the short-term seeks to remedy
the contingent oppression by which queer people are deemed lesser beings. Thus, for example,
queer activists can simultaneously refer to themselves as gay while fighting to break down the
analytic categories of gay and straight that fundamentally serve to box people in along lines of
sexuality. In utilizing the signifier gay, queer activists slowly deconstruct the very meaning of
the term as we have come to understand it. Indeed, this is the position that members of ACT UP
took when organizing:
On the one hand, the group understood the necessity to deploy a “gay” identity at times
as an organizing tool. But even as it demonstrated a willingness to use “identity”
politically, members incessantly questioned the assumptions through which identities
often devolve into static, homogenizing essences.239
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In this capacity, ACT UP strategically used normative identities to create contingent change
while simultaneously fighting for more efficacious challenges to these identity categories
themselves. Queerness can thus be a strategic tool by which utopic cuts against
heteronormativity are manifested while simultaneously challenging the violence associated with
identity categories.
Second, even if queerness does invite self-questioning, we should not be concerned. It is
important to remember that in seeking its own problematization, queerness calls for the
challenging of heteronormativity. Thus, queerness, by self-problematizing, simultaneously
actualizes pure queerness and pure rejection of queerness. This state of being is utopic, creating
an impossibly perfect reality. Deviant sexualities and genders would still exist, but wouldn’t do
so as defined by their categories—they would just be. Queerness’ death drive is thus another
reason why it is an excellent analytic tool for actualizing utopias.
Conclusion: Heteronormativity and Queer Utopias
Power begets and shapes its own resistances. If this is true, then the nature of
heteronormativity as I have described it here must affect queer utopianism. If so, then how
should we reconceptualize these queer spaces? That is to ask, if heteronormativity is a diffuse
and pervasive power structure designed to socially normalize heterosexuality, and if it has
changed itself to be less commonly explicit, what additional things have we learned about queer
utopic cuts?
I think three relevant factors can be uncovered about these cuts according to the analysis I
have conducted here. First, if heteronormativity is diffuse and pervasive, then queer utopic cuts
must also be diffuse and pervasive. They may be replicated through top-down, antiheteronormative structures in some instances, but they by and large must circulate within
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contingent and variable spaces. This, I believe, is why performances have been studied as queer
utopian so commonly in the existing literature. Performances must be variable, creating unique
spaces in their invocation that cannot be replicated in the same manner again. This is manifested,
for example, when queer utopic performances create their own kind of queer time, one in which
the queer audience member is translated into a different time and space to create a momentary
state of catharsis outside of heteronormativity.240 The invocation of a queer time is different for
each audience member, and even if that person attempts to replicate the same kind of queer time
by re-watching the performance at a later date, they can never quite capture the same euphoric
experience as the first moment in which they were transported by this flash of queerness. If
heteronormativity is as pervasive as I have suggested it is, then a necessary component of its
resistances must be pervasive as well.
Second, if heteronormativity and queerness exist as the opposite side of the same coin, by
deconstructing heteronormativity, queer utopias are deconstructing themselves. This draws us
back to my previous analysis about the ways in the death drive is embedded within queerness.
Given these interconnections between heteronormativity and queerness, neither signifier can
have too much power in and of themselves. This argument has merit in and of itself for
understanding the nature of queer utopianism, but it is also one of the reasons that I believe
investigating a queer utopic cut diachronically is important. If it is true that queer utopic
moments have this pseudo-delicate nature, then they may have unintended consequences
throughout and after their life spans.
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Third, given the interconnections between heteronormativity, homophobia, and
homonormativity, in seeking to address heteronormativity, queer utopias must set out to disrupt
homophobia and homonormativity as well, either implicitly or explicitly. Homophobia becomes
an obvious choice to address, given that it creates explicit violence against queer individuals, but
homonormativity is a bit more nuanced. If it is true that homonormativity can both be valuable
and problematic for queerness, then attempts to dismantle this form of violence must be made in
an incredibly careful and contingent manner. Queer utopias seem to try to walk this line by
simultaneously disrupting heteronormativity and affirming that which is non-homonormative. In
other words, queer utopianism sets out to have its cake and eat it too—by re-writing the
homonormative as non-homonormative through its anti-heteronormative logic. For example,
numerous theorists have discussed gay shame as a counter to gay pride events. Given that
emotions like pride and shame are ambivalently experienced by queer, and, indeed, all people, an
approach to queer kinds of public affect that solely looks at pride must be insufficient to properly
understand queerness. While some activists and theorists have suggested that gay pride should
almost entirely be replaced with gay shame as a way of rejecting the neoliberalized state of
pride,241 theorists like Erin Rand suggest that the circulation of queer affect can only be really
understood by paying attention to both gay pride and gay shame.242 Thus, Rand’s theorizing
invites us to think of gay shame events and gay pride events together, rather than separately. It is
simultaneously a disruption of the heteronormative through the invocation of gay pride and a
disruption of the homonormative through the invocation of gay shame. This affective
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combination is what queer utopias set out to do, thereby disrupting the homonormative yet
simultaneously capturing its intrinsic benefits.
If it is true that “resistances… signal sites of struggle,” then it becomes important to
understand what the thing being struggled against teaches us about the resistive practices
themselves.243 That is what this chapter has sought to understand. By first detailing the nature of
diffuse power structures through a Foucauldian analysis, I have set the stage for understanding
heteronormativity and the ways that it must intertwine with queer utopianism. In unpacking
several important aspects of heteronormativity itself, I have uncovered three important facets of
queer utopian moments: they must be pervasive and diffuse, they must be delicate and
deconstructable, and they must seek to disrupt homophobia and homonormativity in some
manner. By uncovering these three factors, I have sought to detail three more ways that queer
utopic moments are unique in their fight against heteronormativity. I will continue to use these
three factors when thinking about queer utopianism.
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Part III—Case Study
This section is, much like the previous one, seeking to answer the question of how queer
heterotopic cuts disrupt heteronormativity. However, instead of approaching this question from a
theoretical perspective, this section of my study seeks to analyze particular queer utopic cuts. In
order to do so, I utilize the case study of ACT UP to track some of the strategies of queer utopias
as they have been deployed to actualize social change.
These two chapters thus consist of an exploration into ACT UP as a meta-moment of
queer utopia. In order to conduct this exploration, I have chosen six demonstrations conducted by
AIDS activists and analyzed them through the lens of their emphasis at creating change. I isolate
three levels of change to think about—personal change, social change, and policy change, in
order to better describe the effects that ACT UP has had.
I argue that three powerful lessons can be learned about queer utopianism from this
analysis. First, queer utopic cuts need to create affective connections among large groups of
people to create long-lasting change. Second, these spaces need to repeatedly actualize
themselves in terms of small cuts at heteronormativity to be effective. And third, these cuts need
to be positioned in the right spaces of heteronormativity to instigate change. In addition to these
conclusions, I discuss two of the recurring protest tactics and themes used by ACT UP that can
be useful for queer utopic cuts—the usage of media attention and the strategic placing of
heteronormativity on people in positions of power.
The first of these two chapters explains how ACT UP fits the four analytic criteria of
queer utopianism as laid out by Muñoz, explains the three levels of change I lay out as my
analytic criteria, and explores the first two events I look at here. The next chapter analyzes the
remaining four events and draws conclusions about queer utopic moments from this analysis.
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Chapter 5—ACT UP as Queer Utopia, Part 1
I begin this chapter with a brief description of how ACT UP as a social movement writlarge operates as a queer utopian effort. I then detail the analytic criteria that I will use to
compare and evaluate each of the six events I have chosen. Because these events all represent
queer heterotopic cuts, it is important to develop an idea of how we can compare these cuts prior
to evaluating them. This comparison will, hopefully, open room to determine which tactics are
the most efficacious at developing long-lasting queer utopian interventions. I conclude by
detailing and analyzing the first two events that I study here. While this chapter does not draw
conclusions about what we learn from these events, it acts as a precursor to the next chapter,
which does draw conclusions from these events. This chapter is thus much more descriptive than
analytical.
ACT UP as a Queer Utopia
ACT UP is quite clearly queerly utopic. As discussed previously, there are four
components of queer utopian moments, according to Muñoz: they are future-oriented, they are
affective, aesthetic performances, they are concrete utopias, and they are anti-antirelational. I
explain how ACT UP fits each of these categories to explicate the claim that ACT UP is queerly
utopic.
First, ACT UP is future-oriented insofar as it strives to create a society without AIDS.
The motto proudly displayed on the homepage of ACT UP New York’s website portrays this
goal: “ACT UP is a diverse, non-partisan group of individuals united in anger and committed to
direct action to end the AIDS crisis. We advise and inform. We demonstrate. WE ARE NOT
SILENT.”244 While there is plenty of present-tense language in this quote—“we advise,”
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“demonstrate,” etc.—this motto fundamentally betrays a future-oriented politics with terms like
“united” and “committed.” By being committed to this cause, ACT UP members are indicating
that they will continue to fight for the end of the AIDS crisis. In other words, ACT UP must be a
future-oriented movement. Indeed, ACT UP must be thought of as future-oriented because it
“envisions alternative ways of organizing society,” “alternative ways of being,” and is “about
wanting something beyond what is.”245
Additionally, ACT UP operates to create a collective memory of AIDS activists. This
collective memory translates into a future-oriented political praxis. Pascal Emmer’s reflections
on his time celebrating ACT UP Philadelphia’s 20th anniversary reflects this idea:
I had never met Kiyoshi Kuromiya, who, before his death in 2000, had left an indelible
mark on AIDS activism. Nevertheless, I felt like I knew him. Through its retelling, his
story became a collective memory, in which the ‘collective’ expanded to include multiple
generations of ACT UP Philadelphia. The distance in both history and familiarity
between myself and Kuromiya, as well as elders present at the exhibition, seemed to
dissolve…. I believe ‘generation’ constitutes an important site for exploring this kind of
political potential of affect when relating ACT UP’s history to contemporary AIDS
activism.246
Emmer’s experience at this exhibition became future-oriented through its invocation of past ACT
UP activists. In other words, the discussion and retelling of the tales of activists like Kiyoshi
Kuromiya performatively invoked a kind of collective consciousness among attendees. This
invocation made younger activists like Emmer collectively feel Kuromiya in that space. The
passing down of Kuroyima’s story to Emmer then energized him to feel ready to fight for the
future that ACT UP sought to actualize. We can think of Emmer’s experience, and ACT UP’s
future-oriented collective memory, as a kind of Derridean hauntology,247 in which the specters of
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previous AIDS activists affectively charge the collective spaces of ACT UP in favor of a new
future.248
This investigation brings me into ways that ACT UP fits the second analytic criteria of
queer utopianism: it is a series of affective, aesthetic performances. The invocation of
Kuromiya’s specter can be thought of in this way, given that it affectively charges the ACT UP
exhibition’s space. But we can also think of almost all of ACT UP’s demonstrations as aesthetic
displays of queerness. For example, ACT UP’s creation of the logo and icon “Silence = Death”
has become an artistic rallying cry for queer individuals across the globe, signifying an
enthymematic argument about the violent silence surrounding the AIDS crisis.249 The
movement’s creation and dissemination of the image Read My Lips and its attendant fact-sheet
titled “WHY WE KISS,” depicts two male sailors passionately kissing in order to artistically
portray queer love and its intensity.250 ACT UP’s protest tactics, such as die-ins and throwing the
ashes of AIDS victims on government properties, were also pieces of performance artwork
designed to create an affective attachment to the struggle at hand.251 Numerous ACT UP activists
were artists and aesthetic theorists in addition to being activists, thereby supercharging this
argument.
In Moving Politics: Emotion and ACT UP’s Fight Against AIDS, Deborah Gould seeks to
investigate why, after almost a decade of the AIDS crisis in America, did ACT UP finally form:
But why then, in March 1987, rather than earlier? Lesbian and gay communities were
experiencing devastation well before the emergence of ACT UP. The number of AIDS
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cases and deaths had been exploding for years…. Why take to the streets when 20,000
had died rather than 1,000 or 10,000 or 100,000?252
Gould’s response to this question, ultimately, is that it was a result of the emotional habitus of
1987; in other words, an analysis of ACT UP and AIDS activism writ-large would be impossible
without concomitant focus on the affective connections permeating throughout queer
communities during the AIDS crisis. From 1981 until roughly 1986, Gould indicates, gay
individuals grappled with the outbreak of AIDS by creating AIDS Service Organizations (ASOs)
and relying on gay pride as a way of coping with the crisis. Yet, simultaneously, feelings of nonrecognition by dominant society and fearfulness about survival rates took their toll, and, around
the time of ACT UP’s foundation, an angry and petrified habitus began to take control. This, of
course, is not to suggest that people weren’t angry prior to 1987, nor that people weren’t prideful
after the foundation of ACT UP. This is not to suggest the denial of those ambivalent, conflicting
emotions, but rather to suggest that the broad emotional habitus shifted in such a way that 1987
became the right moment for ACT UP’s creation.253 Thus, Gould’s analysis teaches us that ACT
UP literally could not have existed in any other form except for as an affective performance.
In addition, ACT UP meetings and protests became sites of gay community building,
representing the creation of queer communities of care. As former ACT UP activist Peter Cohen
suggests, ACT UP’s “social side was all about being gay.”254 Cohen further details this
intersection, recalling that, at ACT UP/New York’s weekly meetings,
facilitators would frequently have to ask those in attendance on Monday nights to refrain
from chatting during meetings, and in good weather, people would wander out to the
Gould, Moving Politics, 50. Author’s emphasis.
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garden at the Lesbian and Gay Community Center to smoke and talk with friends during
parts of the meeting they found uninteresting. Arduous tasks such as poster making were
turned into all-day, drop-in “parties,” and dinner excursions often followed Monday night
meetings or the meetings of committees.255
In this capacity, ACT UP was integral to creating communities that established affective bonds
between and among its members. People found friends, lovers, and new family members through
ACT UP. For some members, ACT UP became their livelihood.256 ACT UP became a place
where people with AIDS could find people who were neither disgusted with nor intrigued by
them; it thus acted as a separate, communal space for people with AIDS to find a home. Thus, by
creating a community, ACT UP became a source of affective queer bonding and thus represents
the second criteria of queer utopianism well.
ACT UP also acts as a concrete utopic moment, isolating a utopic future and working
towards achieving it step by step. Jon Greenberg, ACT UP activist, explains this well:
ACT UP (AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power) is a diverse, nonpartisan group united in
anger and committed to direct action to end the AIDS crisis. We meet with government
and health officials; we research and distribute the latest medical information; we protest
and demonstrate.257
ACT UP thus engages in an array of activist measures in order to accomplish its goal of ending
the AIDS crisis. Each and every one of these actions are designed to bring society one step closer
to the termination of this disease. Thus, for example, when ACT UP protested former President
Bill Clinton for refusing to fund needle-exchange programs and providing little funding towards
AIDS research, they did so in order to push towards the utopic goal of a world without AIDS.
Each meeting of these activists started with a reminder of the organization’s motto—that they
were seeking to end the AIDS crisis. Thus, every action ACT UP developed and instigated was
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created with this goal in mind. While not all of their protests were effective, each act represented
an effort towards concrete utopia.258
Fourth and finally, ACT UP operates within the paradigm of anti-antirelationality.
Gould’s argument about the ambivalent emotional habitus of AIDS activism provides warrant for
this argument. Not only were these activists consistently imbued with hope for a better future,
they were also constantly reminded of the death and despair coming from the crisis. In other
words, ACT UP activists could not afford to blindly trust in a perfect future because their friends
and family members were constantly dying. In discussing the way that the death of Vito Russo, a
major AIDS activist and queer filmmaker, affected the movement, Douglas Crimp says this:
Vito’s death painfully demonstrated to many AIDS activists that the rhetoric of hope we
invented and depended on… was becoming difficult to sustain….I think many of us had a
special investment in Vito’s survival, not only because he was so beloved, but because, as
a long-term survivor, as a resolute believer in his own survival, and as a highly visible
and articulate fighter for his own and others’ survival, he fully embodied that hope.
Vito’s death coincided with the waning not only of our optimism but also of a period of
limited but concrete successes for the AIDS activist movement.259
When Russo, who was such a prominent member of the movement that had been surviving with
AIDS, passed away from the disease, ACT UP activists felt their hope momentarily
extinguished. It certainly didn’t help that Russo’s death coincided with the death of “four other
highly visible members of ACT UP New York;” ACT UP activists were almost ready to
completely give up.260 Yet at the same time, these activists enjoyed several landmark
achievements, such as “focusing greater public attention on AIDS,” “shifting the discussion of
AIDS from one dominated by punitive moralism to one directed toward combatting a public
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health emergency,” and the development of preliminary anti-AIDS drugs.261 Examples like this
one—of activism in the wake of the death of important members of ACT UP—illustrate that this
organization must operate within a kind of anti-antirelationality, tethering optimism for a better
future within the lived reality of their present.
Thus, we can think of ACT UP as a striving for queer utopia. It fits all four of the analytic
criteria set out by Muñoz, acting to operationalize a future utopia in which AIDS is eliminated.
Each of ACT UP’s protest events act as queer utopic cuts against the heteronormative fabric of
modern-society that legitimizes the existence of AIDS. These cuts not only portray a queerness
that is not yet here and always on the horizon, but also act as spaces of queer community and
temporary escape from the violence of the AIDS crisis. By working towards a world without
AIDS, ACT UP seeks to create the space to actualize this utopic future.
The question now becomes, how can we compare those aspects of ACT UP that make it
queerly utopic? How do we determine which of these events are better than others, and how do
we even determine what it means to be better? I now turn towards a discussion of the criteria by
which I will make these determinations.
Criteria for Event Evaluation
The way that I chose to evaluate these events is through their emphasis on developing
cuts that push towards long-lasting queer utopic moments. By long-lasting, I mean to evaluate
which of these events best ameliorated heteronormative violence in the long-term.262 As I have
previously pointed out, the literature on queer utopianism tends to analyze these moments as
time-sensitive performance pieces. The question that I seek to answer through this analysis is
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how we can take these short-term queer utopic moments and make them long-lasting ones that
create more permanent cuts in heteronormativity.
I determine which of these six events were most efficacious at creating long-lasting
change through three categories of analysis: personal change, social change, and policy
change.263 By personal change, I mean to discuss the ways in which the protestors felt a
difference in the world from their standpoints. In other words, if queer utopic cuts aim to create
spaces in which queer people can survive in a heteronormative world that never wanted them to
survive, then it matters exactly how these spaces create that metric of survival. In their discussion
of LGBTQ inclusion and activism in churches, Mindi Rhoades et al. suggest that
artivism has highlighted the transformational potential of integrating arts and activism….
Students, artists, and educators have used arts to catalyze social justice in many ways….
[as] a community of care built around common concerns; a collective continual pursuit of
critical consciousness; building creative and academic literacy competencies while
pursuing social justice; and building connections with individuals, groups, and
organizations.264
That is to say, the process of performative activism, like that espoused by ACT UP, can be used
to not only create external change but to also create communities of care revolving around the
thriving of queerness. The category of personal change can thus be thought of as a combination
of queer relationality and queer worldmaking. Kenneth Burke reminds us that language is
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constitutive and creates action; it is agential and has the capacity to change the world it
inhabits.265 For my category of personal change then, Burke reminds us that the things we say
can and do shape how we think about them. It is important to remember that queer utopic cuts
not only portray different futures, but they also change the spaces they occupy at any given
moment. This is doubly important to remember given the analysis of queerness as a space-based
politic. The recharacterization of the spaces occupied by queer utopians have actual effects on
the bodies that inhabit those spaces. Thus, the category of personal change is integral to
understand exactly how ACT UP sought to create a queer utopia.
By social change, I mean to uncover how these events created cuts in the societal aspects
of heteronormativity. The distinction that I intend to draw here will be best elucidated through
rhetorical theory, which reminds us that societal change can be established through utopian
imaginings like the ones developed by ACT UP. Ritivoi, in her analysis on Paul Ricoeur’s work,
suggests that utopian theorizing seeks to re-write doxa. Using the example of Martin Luther
King’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech, Andreea Ritivoi suggests that
the function of the imagination in the speech is argumentative, making it possible to
conceive of a possible world and then to strive to attain it. As such, the imaginative
projection into a better future directly challenges the doxas, and King’s dream is designed
precisely to ‘stir up the sedimented universe of conventional ideas’ insofar as such ideas
include the inequality of rights between races…. King’s vision of an emancipated future
outlines a possible world, a future America in which actions that might conflict with
conventions of the present…become plausible, and where it is possible for actors
previously separated precisely by a conventional way of understanding social life to
interact….A rhetorical imagination represents a direct and intentional propeller to action,
as it identifies a probable realm not to make it an object of contemplation but to urge us
to actualize it.266
Ritivoi’s argument here is that by imagining a more perfect, future version of the world that we
are currently inhabiting, King’s speech is placing society on the trajectory towards that more
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perfect future. Through his words, King is simultaneously revealing and cutting away at the
racism embedded within American society and thereby opening room for a society that is less
racist. King’s words rewrite conventional, doxastic understandings of what it means to be black
in America and thus creates space for a future in which black individuals can be freer.
This is exactly what I mean by the creation of social change: by speaking up against
heteronormativity and the AIDS crisis, ACT UP seeks to establish a more perfect future by
cutting back against doxastic understandings of people with AIDS and queer people more
broadly. If it is true, as I have argued in my previous chapter on power and heteronormativity,
that power operates symbolically, then activist groups like ACT UP must wage war symbolically
in order to fight back. John Poulakos reminds us that through the act of speaking, “the rhetor
discloses [their]267 vision of a new world to [their] listeners and invites them to join [them] there
by honoring [their] disclosure and by adopting [their] suggestions.”268 Thus, by speaking a new
future, ACT UP is actively helping to create that new future. In theoretical terms that I have laid
out earlier in this thesis, the category of social change actualizes both a form of queer
worldmaking and queer counterpublics. For example, one of the goals that ACT UP sought to
actualize was to change conventional understandings of people with AIDS; these people were
doxastically understood as sickly and bedridden, which is a false narrative that AIDS activists
sought to disrupt.269 By circulating alternative narratives of those living with AIDS, ACT UP
both sought to develop a queer world and to establish a queer counterpublic to reform public
opinion. Changing the hearts and minds of the public can be a way to create a queer utopic cut.
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However, personal and social change cannot be the end-all of these moments.
Unfortunately, changing people’s opinions alone does not result in the government giving more
funding for AIDS research. Lynette Chua reminds us of the importance of engaging in
pragmatic, legal reform for queer social movements:
Law, therefore, matters in multiple ways. First, it is a source of oppression. Legal
restrictions prohibit certain sexual conduct, as well as dissent and mobilization….
Nonetheless, law also matters as a source of contestation. Besides resisting the laws and
regulations that criminalize and censor same‐sex conduct, through pragmatic resistance,
gay activists also contest the legal restrictions that suppress mobilization.270
In other words, engaging in legal reform is important for actualizing the goals of social
movements. Not only does the law influence how the government interacts with a social
movement—whether they decide to criminalize the protestors or do whatever it is that the
activists want—but it also shapes the societal response to a social movement or issue.271 Thus,
the third criterion by which I analyze these events is through their ability to create policy change.
This category is meant to reflect the ability to influence the government to pass legislation that
actualizes the goals of the movement. In this capacity then, I am analyzing which events were
effective at making federal and local governments pass policies that fund AIDS research and
increase access to AIDS drugs and services.272
Furthermore, ACT UP, overall, had an important impact on governmental policies. For
example, Mark. S King reminds us that
ACT UP redesigned clinical trial protocols that were adopted by the FDA, paved the way
for accelerated access to new medications, and took their place alongside FDA officials
with the ACT UP offshoot, Treatment Action Group (TAG). Their actions also led to
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dramatically increased research dollars. These changes in policy and procedure have had
an effect on every disease category, not simply HIV. AIDS activism changed our world
in very tangible ways.273
Thus, by analyzing these events through the three analytic criteria of personal change, social
change and policy change, I aim to uncover exactly how each of these actions created longlasting change. In order to do so, I get into the fundamental details of the actions taken at each of
these events and the discourse surrounding them. I aim to describe who was involved in each
protest,274 what happened at them, why these protests occurred, where they occurred, and what
discourse and policy changes were instigated because of each of these protests. By analyzing
these protest events and the rhetoric surrounding these events, I aim to uncover which protests
were more efficacious at creating long-lasting personal, social, and policy change. Additionally, I
aim to draw a common thread of queer utopianism throughout these events. While each
established its own unique queer utopic cut, there were common activist themes throughout these
events. By drawing a thread between these common themes and actions, I also aim to better
understand which tactics can be used to create more impactful queer cuts. I provide analysis of
each of the events individually and then compare them at the end of the next chapter.
The Events
These six events are organized chronologically, starting with ACT UP’s first
demonstration on March 24, 1987, in which members of the newfound group marched on Wall
Street to protest the FDA’s lackadaisical response to the AIDS crisis. The second event also
targets the FDA, in which protestors sought to “Seize Control of the FDA” at its headquarters in
Maryland. The third event targeted the Catholic Church, in which members of ACT UP sought to
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“Stop the Church” in New York City. The fourth event is when activists placed a gigantic
inflatable condom on Jesse Helms’ house. The fifth event is ACT UP’s first “Ashes Action” in
Washington D.C., and the sixth event brings us back to Wall Street to, once again, protest the
FDA, and also seek to “Crash the Market.”
For sake of space, I have chosen to analyze these six events, although there are certainly
dozens more protests that could be looked at as forms of queer utopic cuts. Each of these six
events had a clearly articulated goal—whether it was for a concrete policy solution, to garner
public attention about AIDS, to forcibly change the minds of those in power, or to express grief
and rage in a manner that was productive for those demonstrating. In this capacity, I believe that
each of these demonstrations created a series of queer utopic cuts in the heteronormative fabric
of American society throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s. I first turn towards ACT UP’s
first demonstration for analysis.
Event 1: ACT UP’s First Demonstration
March 24, 1987 marked ACT UP’s first instance of activism, in which members of the
organization protested the FDA’s slow efforts to develop new AIDS drugs. Protestors at this
event argued that there were more effective drugs than Zidovudine (AZT), which was the only
available drug on the marketplace at the time.275 AZT, a drug designed not to cure or eliminate
HIV or AIDS, but rather slow the progression of the disease, was not sufficient for ACT UP
protestors. As Larry Kramer said, “We’ve been told by the leading AIDS experts that there are
drugs that are safer to use and more promising than AZT….We want those drugs and we want
the Wall Street business community to help us get them.”276 Additionally, Burroughs-Wellcome,
a pharmaceutical company, had been granted a monopoly on AZT’s patent. This company
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announced that “its cost would be upwards of $10,000 for a single patient annually, making it the
costliest drug ever.”277 Thus, even if AZT were to be the only AIDS drugs available, its price
would need to be reduced significantly in order to be accessible.
This event consisted of roughly 250 activists. It originally entailed a rally at Trinity
Church on Wall Street in New York City, where the majority of activists showed up. At Trinity
Church, “protesters passed out flyers, disrupted traffic, and drew considerable media
attention.”278 This demonstration was relatively tame in comparison to most ACT UP events,
although an effigy of the leader of the FDA was hung outside the church being remonstrated
at.279 Eventually, members of the demonstration marched to Wall Street, where they continued to
protest. Protesting on Wall Street was important, as the event was designed to express
disapproval of AIDS drug companies like Burroughs-Wellcome. Afterwards, several members of
the group conducted a blockade in lower Manhattan during rush hour. Seventeen activists were
arrested during this event.280
ACT UP’s original protest thus took aim both at the FDA and Wall Street for refusing to
develop and release more AIDS drugs. By taking aim at both the government and the most
powerful private economic organization in the world, ACT UP sought to uncover the
heteronormative ideology embedded within the American medical system at the time. As Larry
Kramer said in an op-ed released a few days after the protest,
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There is no question on the part of anyone involved in fighting AIDS that this agency
constitutes (with the exception of President Reagan, who has yet to utter publicly the
word “AIDS” or put anyone in charge of the fight against it), the single most
incomprehensible bottleneck in bureaucratic history- one that is actually prolonging this
roll-call of death.281
While not taking aim at any particular discursive move by the FDA and major drug corporations,
Kramer’s position was that it was absolutely unfathomable that these organizations would not
seek to deploy more AIDS drugs in the marketplace. And given how serious the crisis was by
March of 1987, the refusal to do so meant not only that people with AIDS would be convicted to
death, but that the FDA and drug corporations were actively contributing to these deaths. Thus,
according to Kramer, we can think of the FDA and Wall Street as indicative of the system that
relegates people with AIDS to death—a sign of an ideological attachment to heteronormativity.
This attachment to heteronormativity becomes even more apparent in the rest of
Kramer’s op-ed. There are two arguments that particularly uncover this ideological connection
embedded in the refusal to expedite more AIDS drugs: the recommendation of doctors and the
lack of compassionate usage of alternative drugs. Throughout his piece, Kramer explains that
numerous doctors had already called for the release of other AIDS-fighting drugs such as
Ribavirin, which was seen as “a less toxic and many think more promising drug” than AZT.282
Kramer even suggests that doctors have called AZT a “sop to the gay community – so they’ll
shut up. They can’t say they haven’t been given something.”283 In other words, the release of
AZT on the marketplace was, in Kramer and numerous doctors’ minds, designed to sate the
desires of AIDS activists fighting against the disease. The release of AZT, which numerous
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doctors suggested was an ineffective drug,284 was designed not to stem the tide of the AIDS
crisis but rather to shut the gay community up. The demand for alternative, more effective drugs,
then, was one that simultaneously sought to question the heteronormative justifications for the
continuance of the AIDS crisis.
Additionally, Kramer discusses the FDA’s continued reliance on double-blind drug tests.
Double-blind tests are a fairly common procedure, requiring one patient to take the drug and
another to take a placebo without the patients knowing which they received. Kramer suggests
that this practice “is incomprehensible,” as it is “inhumane to withhold drugs from terminally ill
patients willing to take them.”285 Kramer’s argument is that since people living with AIDS are
willing to try any drug that could possibly help them, the FDA has a moral obligation to give
these people the opportunity to do so. This argument is compounded by the fact that, at the time
of Kramer’s op-ed, initial trials of alternative AIDS drugs had been completed safely and
effectively.286 And additionally, as Kramer reminds us, “in the past, the F.D.A. has authorized
the ‘compassionate usage’ of certain drugs.”287 That is to say, the FDA has allowed drugs with
the potential to cure life-threatening diseases to bypass secondary trials and go straight to the
marketplace if they had the possibility of saving people’s lives. While still incredibly restricted,
compassionate drug use has been authorized for patients under various “Right to Try” laws and
expanded access programs to treat, for example, various forms of cancer.288 The question thus
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became this: “Why deny the same courtesies today to those with AIDS?”289 The only answer can
be a heteronormative refusal to care about those affected by the AIDS crisis.
In addition to the rally, ACT UP released a flyer with the following seven demands:
1. Immediate release by the Federal Food and Drug Administration of drugs that might
help save our lives. These drugs include: Ribavirin (ICN Pharmaceuticals); Ampligen
(HMR Research Co.); Glucan (Tulane Universe School of Medicine); DTC
(Merieux); DDC (Hoffman-LaRoche); AS 101 (National Patent Development Corp.);
MTP-PE (Ciba-Geigy); AL 721 (Praxis Pharmaceuticals).
2. Immediate abolishment of cruel double-blind studies wherein some get the new drugs
and some don’t.
3. Immediate release of these drugs to everyone with AIDS or ARC [AIDS-Related
Complex].
4. Immediate availability of these drugs at affordable prices. Curb your greed!
5. Immediate massive public education to stop the spread of AIDS.
6. Immediate policy to prohibit discrimination in AIDS treatment, insurance,
employment, housing.
7. Immediate establishment of a coordinated, comprehensive and compassionate
national policy on AIDS.290
These demands were radical, especially given the conservative Reagan administration in office at
the time. These demands, in fact, could still be seen as radically concretely utopian efforts today,
given the lack of affordability of AIDS drugs and public education that still surrounds the
disease.291 Yet at the same time, these are concrete demands on the state defining particular
actions that can be taken to help end the AIDS crisis. And these demands, ultimately, were
effective, as the FDA agreed to substantially speed up the drug approval process and allow
individuals with AIDS to access drugs which had not passed the entire approval process.292 This,
while obviously not representative of all of ACT UP’s demands, and ultimately not as effective a
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solution as ACT UP sought,293 was at least a major change that helped people with AIDS get
better access to treatment.
This incident spurred some public discourse and media attention, although less so than
most of ACT UP’s actions. Most articles and public conversation mentioning this event discuss it
in tandem with other ACT UP protests, like the Wall Street demonstration they conducted a year
later. Newspaper articles that were entirely about this demonstration, such as Newsday’s “AIDS
Drug Protest Causes 17 Arrests,” interviewed and quoted protestors in describing the event.294
These articles were largely descriptive of the demonstrators’ demands; in other words, they
tended to not place a uniquely anti- or pro-ACT UP spin on the event. Thus, while articles about
this protest were rare, they were largely unbiased and simply reported the events as they
occurred.
As Geoffrey Bateman suggests, “by all accounts, ACT UP’s first action was
successful.”295 Following this claim, I argue that we can isolate two reasons that this event was
successful: ACT UP was new and unique, and it was more focused on concrete utopic demands
than aesthetic performances. While AIDS activism did exist prior to the development of ACT UP
in the form of AIDS Service Organizations (ASOs), AIDS activists were much more concerned
with disseminating information about safe sex and how to stop the spread of the disease in queer
communities than they were with making concrete demands for change prior to the development
of ACT UP. This is not to suggest that there were no efforts to create change before ACT UP, but
as Deborah Gould reminds us, ASOs engaged a different emotional habitus than ACT UP,
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engaging much more heavily in short-term, fear-based survival strategies like disseminating
information about safe sex, than ACT UP. ACT UP was different than ASOs because, instead of
being paralyzed by fear like prior groups, it was angry and engaged in direct forms of
activism.296 Thus, when Colin Clews suggests that ACT UP established “a new template for
AIDS activism,”297 we should not take that phrasing lightly. ACT UP radically changed the game
of AIDS activism. By virtue of being their first action, this event caused a major splash.
Yet, simultaneously, it is important to not overhype this first event. The ACT UP Social
Movement blog, a Wordpress site designed to “explore how the organization Act Up influenced
the AIDS movement,”298 suggests that this first event was “much more timid than later protests
would be.”299 Fewer members of ACT UP were arrested at this protest than many of their other
events, and this demonstration was much smaller than the majority of protests that ACT UP
would put on in the future. This, of course, is not to suggest that this initial protest was actually
timid—indeed, protesters angrily held up signs saying that “every 28 minutes a person dies from
AIDS” while chanting the phrase “we are pissed, we want action.”300 However, it is important to
recognize that this event was distinct from most of ACT UP’s events. As ACT UP grew, it
started using “planned piece[s] of art,”301 in addition to demanding comprehensive legal change.
In interviews with news agencies after this initial event, protestors like Stephen Gendin vowed
that ACT UP would lobby federal agencies for legal reform,302 but future events would be much
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more spectacular and performative than this one. In other words, while ACT UP continued to
engage federal and local governments for reforms in other protest events, and this original
remonstration was especially focused on ensuring that their message would be heard by the FDA
and major drug companies, the biggest public spectacles were yet to come.
Additionally, this event was successful because it focused on recruiting more activists. In
an interview with David Handelman of The Rolling Stones, ACT UP activist Peter Staley
suggested that he first heard about ACT UP when he passed this protest on his way to work.
Staley’s recruitment was particularly important for ACT UP because, as a broker on Wall Street,
Staley had access to corporate buildings and information which would prove helpful for future
protests.303 And because brand new activists like Staley were joining the movement, more
veteran-level protestors were inspired to support the movement even more than before.304
Going back to the criteria for analysis I laid out at the beginning of this chapter, we can
think of ACT UP’s first demonstration as queerly utopic in a few different ways. By recruiting
activists, this first demonstration began to create a stronger community surrounding AIDS and
thus created personal change. By calling attention to discrimination and problematic AIDS
policies, this event became integral in starting the broader conversation surrounding how the
American society spoke and thought about AIDS; in other words, this event created social
change. Because the FDA did listen to some of the activists’ demands, agreeing to speed up drug
approval processes and allowing more people with AIDS to access clinical treatments, it did
create some policy changes. Being ACT UP’s first demonstration, the event was small and
activists were in tune with one another and the demands of the organization. Because ACT UP
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was so new and distinct from previous ASOs, the demands it made were radical and started to
shift the social discourse surrounding the AIDS crisis. While these cuts were arguably small,
they did set up the organization well to create more substantial cuts throughout other events.
Event 2: Seize Control of the FDA
Roughly a year and a half after their first demonstration, ACT UP stormed the FDA in an
event they called “Seize Control of the FDA.” Taking place at the FDA’s headquarters in
Rockville, Maryland, Seize Control of the FDA305 was “unquestionably the most significant
demonstration of the AIDS activist movement’s first two years.”306 This was the largest event
sponsored by ACT UP at this point in its history, attracting thousands of demonstrators from not
only around the United States, but also internationally from places such as Canada, England, and
West Germany.307 To commemorate the first national and international action of ACT UP, each
of the individual chapters decided to adopt a new name for the event—ACT NOW.308
As the first national and international event conducted by ACT UP, it was incredibly
organized. Transporting people from all across the country required members of ACT UP to
form committees to buy bus tickets and determine housing accommodations. Several different
committees were developed to ensure that activists were educated, while others were developed
to teach activists to marshal protestors and the police effectively. Every single member of ACT
UP who was to participate in the event was taught the drug testing process used by the FDA, and
an incredibly detailed pamphlet entitled “FDA Action Handbook” was released to ensure that
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everyone got educated.309 The planning for this event became indicative of the kind of organized
yet decentralized model that ACT UP sought to establish in terms of its leadership positions for
the rest of its life.310
While Seize Control of the FDA entirely took place on one day, it was a part of a fourday rally to target the United States federal government and release ACT UP’s message to the
media. The other three days were used for ACT UP to hold press conferences and garner societal
attention. In addition to their day-long demonstration, the organization held a mock trial at the
Health and Human Services building in which members of ACT UP put the Reagan
administration on trial. Members of this mock trial dressed in drag and read charges against
Reagan, while audience members chanted that the former president was “guilty, guilty,
guilty.”311 While this trial obviously resulted in no legal penalties for Reagan or his
administration, it did help garner attention for the protest that was to occur the next day. 312
One of the major reasons that this event is remembered is because it was the site of Vito
Russo’s famous speech, “Why We Fight.” This speech consisted of a heartfelt call to action to
help those living with AIDS. During this speech, Russo says that
living with AIDS is like living through a war which is happening only for those people
who happen to be in the trenches. Every time a shell explodes, you look around and you
discover that you’ve lost more of your friends, but nobody else notices….How many
people are dead in the last two years, who might be alive today, if those drugs had been
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tested more quickly?.... If it is true that gay men and IV drug users are the populations at
risk for this disease, then we have a right to demand that education and prevention be
targeted specifically to these people…. We’re here because it’s happening to us, and we
do give a shit.313
Russo’s call is thus one that, as he describes, demands that people start to give a shit about
people with AIDS. The imagery of warfare that he uses reminds those listening to this speech
that people were regularly dying from this disease without anybody noticing. And by demanding
that people start to care about people living with AIDS, Russo reminds activists that what they
are fighting for matters. The conclusion of Russo’s speech—“after we kick the shit out of this
disease, we’re all going to be alive to kick the shit out of this system, so that this never happens
again”—reminds the audience to direct its activism and anger against the government and private
corporations who are willing to let this pandemic continue without end.314 And importantly,
Russo’s speech energized members of ACT UP, contributing to the effectiveness of Seize the
FDA.
Because of its effective organizational tactics, ACT UP was able to release an explicit list
of demands prior to and during the demonstration. These demands consisted of things such as a
call to “shorten the drug approval process,” remove double-blind placebo trials, “include people
from all affected populations at all stages of HIV infection in clinical trials,” increase FDA
support for ASOs and community groups, and require that Medicaid and private companies pay
for experimental drug treatments.315 Russo puts these complaints well in “Why We Fight” when
he states the following:
If I’m dying from anything, I’m dying from homophobia. If I’m dying from anything,
I’m dying from racism. If I’m dying from anything, it’s from indifference and red tape,
because these are the things that are preventing an end to this crisis…. I’m dying from the
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fact that not enough rich, white, heterosexual men have gotten AIDS for anybody to give
a shit.316
Thus, as Russo reminds us, the inability of the general population to care much about the AIDS
crisis demanded this protest event. Furthermore, ACT UP released a pamphlet entitled “Seize the
FDA” that laid out why the demonstration was to happen at the FDA’s offices:
We are demonstrating at the offices of the Food and Drug Administration because the
FDA symbolizes the government’s inaction and negligence. We are convinced that
agencies and statutes must change to create a more humane response to AIDS. The FDA,
Congress and all other agencies must be held responsible in developing a coordinated,
comprehensive plan to serve the people who suffer from AIDS.317
While this call to action promised to hold Congress and all federal agencies responsible for the
AIDS crisis, it lays out the FDA as the symbol of federal inaction. Thus, targeting the FDA, the
organization in charge of the medicinal-approval process in the United States, was an important
step for ACT UP.
Taking place on October 11, 1988, Seize the FDA consisted of numerous different protest
tactics. Protestors walked in circles chanting things such as “42,000 dead from AIDS, where was
the FDA?”318 and “Seize control of the FDA, 52 will die today!”319 Many protestors walked
around in white lab coats covered in blood to signify the lack of medical care causing the deaths
of people with AIDS. One protestor, Peter Staley, even managed to climb up on the entrance to
the FDA building and hang a sign with ACT UP’s slogan, “SILENCE = DEATH.”320 This was
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an impressive feat given that the Rockville police had surrounded the building and were doing
their best to stop the protestors from disrupting the normal events of FDA workers.321
Importantly, Seize Control of the FDA became the first major instance of ACT UP’s
famed protest technique, the die-in. Die-ins consist of activists falling to the floor and pretending
to be dead bodies, representing those who have died as a result of whatever it is that is being
protested. Kevin DeLuca argues that die-ins “make present the fatal consequences of the
positions of an institution;” thus, while “dead,” members of ACT UP held up signs declaring that
their deaths were a result of inaction on the part of the FDA.322 For ACT UP, the rhetorical reorientation of death upon the FDA reveals that it is institutions who are responsible for the death
of people with AIDS—not the individuals themselves.
The narrative in response to the protest was carefully crafted due to the demonstrators’
interaction with newspapers prior to the event. As activist Douglas Crimp remembers,
this information [the protest] was then distilled by the Media Committee for presentation
to the press. The FDA action was “sold” in advance to the media almost like a
Hollywood movie, with a carefully prepared and presented press kit, hundreds of phone
calls to members of the press, and activists’ appearances scheduled on television and
radio talk shows around the country. When the demonstration took place, the media were
not only there to get the story, they knew what that story was, and they reported it with a
degree of accuracy and sympathy that is, to say the least, unusual.323
The careful organization and presentation of information meant that the media was cued into
what to report and how to report it. The tactic of working with the press instead of against it was
thus heavily adopted during this event. Thus, media discourse surrounding this protest was
largely either even-handed or slightly in favor of the protestors. For example, The Washington
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Post reported on how “no AIDS drugs have been released” under recent FDA rules that should
have accelerated the release of these medicines.324 The Washington Post further referred to the
demonstration as “loud but generally nonviolent.”325 Some articles even quoted activists such as
Urvashi Vaid, thereby giving ACT UP an unusually helpful platform for getting its message
out.326 All in all, the media seemed to favor ACT UP quite heavily during this event. Thus, we
can think of Seize the FDA as being particularly efficacious in terms of my category of social
change. Because ACT UP controlled the media narrative surrounding this protest, they
strategically spun a story that cast a wide net across the country. Spinning this event in a positive
light meant that ACT UP could not only garner more support, but that more people became
attuned to the alternative narrative this organization wanted to share.
Additionally, Seize the FDA was the first AIDS protest that redefined what it meant to be
someone living with AIDS. Russo began his speech by arguing that he wanted to “speak out as a
person with AIDS who is not dying” in order to dispel the common misconception that people
with AIDS were all sickly and dying.327 While it is obviously true that people with AIDS
oftentimes become sick and die, Russo and other activists successfully showed American society
that to live with AIDS was much more complex than that. Because it was the first national event
of ACT UP, Seize the FDA was able to alter the dominant conception of people living with
AIDS. In this capacity, Seize the FDA had a long-lasting effect in terms of social change,
creating a queer cut in heteronormative conceptions of people living with AIDS.
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In terms of the category of personal change, this event helped create a community in
which people with AIDS could more properly express themselves as themselves, as proven
through things such as Vito Russo’s speech. Seize the FDA consisted of thousands of protestors
from across the globe, participating in ACT UP’s large-scale protest. This was the first time that
a lot of members of ACT UP could even meet each other. Thus, it was important for creating the
community that ACT UP sought to make.
Seize the FDA also had a powerful and long-lasting effect on the accessibility of AIDS
drugs and treatments. This shift was so powerful that activist David Barr recalls how, prior to
this event, the FDA would rarely return a phone call or meet with activists; afterwards, the FDA
“returned the call the next day.”328 It thus becomes difficult to overstate the importance of this
event for creating policy change. Suddenly, members of ACT UP were seen as experts regarding
the AIDS crisis and were frequently invited in for outside testimony. Drugs such as Ganciclovir
and Dideoxyinosine (ddI) were rapidly approved and became available on the market; this
approval became possible because of “pressure…from AIDS patients and their advocates.”329 A
parallel track of drug testing was developed where people with AIDS could volunteer to
participate in clinical trials of AIDS drugs; some articles suggest that this was possible because
the FDA was put “under intense pressure from gay activists.”330 Policy changes were drastic
after this protest.331
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Conclusion
This chapter first analyzed the factors that made ACT UP queerly utopic as a whole. It
then delved into the criteria by which I aim to analyze each of these six ACT UP events, briefly
introduced each of these events, and then delved into an analysis of two of these events for their
queerly utopic effects. While these two events were certainly confrontational, they confronted
heteronormativity in a manner that was more conventional than future ACT UP events; as such,
one can trace a more hostile approach towards society in the remaining events that I analyze in
this study. This is not to suggest that we can trace a narrative of decline among ACT UP through
these events—although, we can certainly locate ACT UP’s decline in their event Crash the
Market—but rather that there was a seemingly more powerful affective engagement among these
activists as time went on. Given this, I turn towards the remaining four events that this study
analyzes as queerly utopic moments in my next chapter.
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Chapter 6—ACT UP as Queer Utopia, Part II
This chapter analyzes the remaining four events that I have chosen to investigate as
instances of queer utopic cuts. It also includes my analysis of these events and what we can learn
from them. In particular, I argue that these six events together can teach us that queer utopic cuts
should affectively engage large numbers of people, create multiple smaller cuts in order to avoid
backlash from heteronormativity, and create cuts in the correct spaces in order to fight against
heteronormativity. I also discuss two protest techniques used by ACT UP that are helpful in
establishing long-lasting queer utopic moments. I turn now towards a description of my third
event, “Stop the Church.”
Event 3: Stop the Church
On December 10, 1989, ACT UP protested Cardinal John O’Connor at Saint Patrick’s
Cathedral in New York City. Being the Archbishop of New York, O’Connor was a major
figurehead for the Catholic Church, making him a powerful target for ACT UP’s demonstration.
Calling this event “Stop the Church,” this protest was not only hosted by ACT UP, but consisted
of a joint action with the group Women’s Health Action and Mobilization (WHAM!). As such, it
was one of ACT UP’s more populated events, consisting of roughly 4,500 activists.332
The name Stop the Church was deliberately chosen, reflecting the targeting of the
church’s stance on particular issues and parroting other activist efforts. Thus, flyers advertising
the event portrayed the phrase “STOP THE CHURCH” along with particular policy stances
taken by the church. For example, some posters discussed the church’s anti-safe-sex education
stance, and others targeted the church’s anti-abortion stance. During the preparation process,
activists drew inspiration from two prior events: first, in 1872, when a small group of black men
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and women in Connecticut protested and shut down a Catholic church for denying them entry;
and second, in the early 1900s, when a small group of women protested another Catholic church
for denying them access to a meeting space.333 As one ACT UP activist said of the event, “get
with it folks. People have been stopping the church for a long time. You’re not doing anything
radical.”334
This protest consisted of two demonstrations. First, the majority of protestors
demonstrated outside of the church while Mass was held. These marchers chanted phrases such
as “Teach safe sex,” and “’Just say no’ is not enough.”335 They also held signs directly targeting
the Catholic Church, stating things such as “THE CATHOLIC CHURCH IS A DISGRACE,”
and “DON’T LET THE CHURCH FUCK WITH OUR ABORTION RIGHTS.”336 Protestors
outside the church engaged in acts of performance art as well, dressing as nuns in drag and
wearing angel’s wings made out of condoms. The performative aspect of the demonstration was
designed to parody the church’s contradictory pro-life position. The argument was that it was
hypocritical for the Catholic Church to be anti-abortion, and supposedly pro-life, but refuse to
take action to stop the AIDS crisis, which was taking thousands of lives at that point in time.337
All in all, about 68 protestors outside of the church were arrested.338
The more interesting aspect of the protest happened inside Mass. A few minutes into
O’Connor’s sermon, roughly 40 activists jumped out of the pews and laid down in the church
aisles. Numerous protestors handcuffed themselves to the church pews and blockaded people’s
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access to the center aisle, creating a die-in inside the church. Eventually, a member of ACT UP
got up and screamed “stop the murder!” and “stop killing us!” repeatedly. Numerous other
activists then began to scream as well as blow whistles, drowning out the sermon. Eventually,
Tom Keane, one of the activists infiltrating the sermon, went up to the front of the church, took
the communion wafer, and broke it on the floor. This last action—the breaking of the
communion wafer—became symbolically important, as numerous people used it to argue that
ACT UP was anti-church and thus represented the embodiment of evil.339 By the time that the
police had been able to cut the handcuffs with bolt cutters, most of the activists inside were
arrested. Research suggests that 111 activists were arrested in total during this event.340
Cardinal O’Connor was an important target for ACT UP’s activism. First, O’Connor was
on Ronald Reagan’s President’s Commission on the HIV Epidemic, the president’s
governmental panel making decisions about how the United States would fight the AIDS
crisis.341 Consisting of 13 people, Reagan’s Commission had virtually no AIDS experts and was
stacked with religious conservatives who either did not care about the crisis or expressed
counter-productive opinions.342 This committee was so full of conservatives that it did not even
consist of Reagan’s own Surgeon General, C. Everett Koop, who was seen as too liberal for the
committee.343 The creation of this committee, which came several years after the beginning of
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the AIDS crisis in America, was seen by many queer activists as the worst form of complacency
with the crisis, designed to sate ACT UP and trick them into thinking that the administration was
caring.344
Thus, attacking a prominent member of Reagan’s AIDS committee was important for
garnering public attention and outcry. The decision to attack O’Connor in particular, however,
had special importance as well. Not only was O’Connor incredibly influential, as he was the
Archbishop of New York, but he consistently advocated for the restriction of safe-sex
educational programs. Because of his position, O’Connor could argue that the official position of
the Catholic Church was that abstinence was the only way to address the AIDS crisis, thereby
contradicting the educational programs that ACT UP sought to establish. Thus, for example,
when several Catholic bishops issued a statement about the AIDS crisis in 1987, suggesting that
more should be done about it, O’Connor was quick to attack that statement, arguing that it
“indirectly condoned public education courses that teach condom use to prevent AIDS.”345
O’Connor consistently publicly bullied other bishops into agreeing with his problematic
positions, thereby further establishing that the church’s position was one of abstinence only.
O’Connor was also famous for declaring that homosexuality is a sin, thereby also adding to a
broader system of heteronormativity pervading American society.346 As Tim Powers, ACT UP
activist, said of the event:
We’re here today because we demand a separation of church and state….O’Connor is one
of the most outspoken religious leaders in the country and he is against sex education in
the schools. I already have AIDS. I found out when I was twenty-three I had the disease.
But I don’t want to see fifteen-year-olds getting the virus or the disease because they
haven’t had the proper education. O’Connor is on the President’s Commission on AIDS.
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The man is anti-gay and anti-abortion and anti-sex education. In the last year alone there
has been a fifteen percent rise in HIV among adolescents.347
That is to say, the power with which O’Connor deployed his anti-sex education, homophobic
stance was important, influencing how the rest of the country reacted to and thought about the
disease. In this manner, we can think of O’Connor as metonymically standing in for a religious
conservatism that was against resolving AIDS. This is what ACT UP was actually attacking:
[We were] just fed up, just sick and tired of being used as scapegoats. The gay
community was going to be the whipping boy for this disease and we would be flogged
from here to eternity for our sins, for our abominations. It was like enough is enough. We
are going to come into your place of worship and say that you have no right to treat us
this way. You are supposed to be Christians. You are supposed to have some sort of sense
of mercy.348
Because of the influence of religion in America, O’Connor arguably was the most important
member of the Reagan Commission on AIDS. Thus, the rationale used to target this figure was
clear.
Interestingly enough, ACT UP activists were torn about whether the demonstration
should have been a large criticism of the Catholic church or just of O’Connor. Some activists
suggested that “when we talk about violence, the violence has been done to gay people for over
hundreds and hundreds of years. I’m sorry, the church is our enemy.”349 Yet some activists
disagreed, arguing that “O’Connor is in no way the church” and that the protests needed to be
directed in particular against the Cardinal.350 Either way, all activists agreed that they hoped to
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change O’Connor’s stance on homosexuality or to “at the very least… [make him] back off on
public policy.”351
Unfortunately, O’Connor made it very clear after the demonstration that he would do no
such thing. Given that ACT UP publicized the event—as they so often did with large protests—
O’Connor issued the following statement prior to the service: “There are certain people who
intend to disrupt the mass on Sunday and I ask that you pray that the blessed sacrament not be
desecrated.”352 Furthermore, after the demonstration, O’Connor suggested that it would be “over
my dead body” that the demands of the protestors would be met, and that “No demonstration—
no demonstration—is going to bring about a change in church teaching.”353 Doubling down even
further, O’Connor suggested that
the church will certainly not change its position on homosexual behavior. It will not
change its position on abortion. To me, that’s like saying the church will someday declare
that day is night and night is day. That’s the basic teaching, and it’s what the church
believes ultimately to be in the best interest of the human race.354
O’Connor’s beliefs were thus so firm that he would never budge on the issue. The only way to
deal with the AIDS crisis was to practice abstinence, and homosexuality would always and
forever be a sin. Unfortunately, political leaders and the public reacted to Stop the Church
negatively as well, suggesting that the desecration of a holy ceremony like Mass was
inappropriate in all instances. For example, former-Mayor Edward Koch and mayor-elect David
Dinkins, who both publicly disagreed with the church’s teachings on homosexuality, suggested
that ACT UP’s tactics were ridiculous and problematic. Koch argued that it didn’t make any
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sense that the protestors thought they would be able to change the minds of the Catholic Church,
while Dinkins suggested that the protest was counterproductive and contributed to public
disapproval of ACT UP.355 Even people like Andy Humm, spokesperson for the Coalition for
Gay and Lesbian Rights, thought that ACT UP’s protest was “stupid and wrong-headed.”356
Average civilians were also interviewed after the event, further suggesting backlash
among the public writ-large.357 The carnivalesque nature of the protestors outside contributed to
general confusion and backlash among the population. One person interviewed suggested that
“they’re making a party out of this, like they’re having fun. How can anybody take them
seriously?”358 Given that a counter-protest was developed in response to ACT UP’s actions—
about 100 people protested the protestors—the backlash towards the event was palpable.359
In this capacity, Stop the Church’s emphasis on creating social change was weak.
Backlash from Cardinal O’Connor, important public officials, and the media meant that people
did not interpret the event in a positive manner. As such, the social message instigated by this
event—that the church needed to change its stance on homosexuality and safe sex in general—
was not integrated into public opinion.
Even so, ACT UP leaders declared the event a success according to my social criteria,
arguing that it refocused the public’s eye on the church’s problematic positions and how much it
was actively preventing progress on resolving AIDS and homophobia.360 Some activists even
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argued that the point of the event was not to create social change but rather “to start the
conversation, to get these issues talked about.”361 In response to O’Connor’s comments, Jay
Blotcher of ACT UP doubled-down as well:
Unfortunately, the dead bodies that the Cardinal is stepping over are the bodies of the
people with AIDS who have already passed away. And what he faces are more bodies of
people who could potentially contract the disease because the church refuses to give them
access to safe-sex education.362
In other words, ACT UP responded to O’Connor by upping the ante, arguing that the church
should, in fact, change its position on safe-sex education. Blotcher further suggested that
“negotiations are what we’re looking for,” thereby attempting to diffuse hostility and bring
things back to the initial goal of changing the opinion of the church.363 Jim Hubbard, another
member of ACT UP, argued that “the shock of going inside and confronting the Cardinal….
brought ACT UP to national attention,” creating a kind of attention that showed the Catholic
Church “was no longer untouchable.”364 So, even if there was public outcry at the event, some
members of ACT UP thought that it was largely positive insofar as it refocused the public’s
attention on the church’s opinions. However, it is important to recognize that Stop the Church
created no policy change and resulted in a lot of long-lasting social backlash to the movement.
For example, former-President George H. W. Bush was asked a question about ACT UP and
AIDS during a televised debate in 1992, three full years after the Stop the Church event; Bush’s
response to this question was to refer to ACT UP as extremists whose demonstration in 1989
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“sets back the cause.”365 Stop the Church remained a blight on the organization in the public eye
for a long time.
Thus, I think it can be reasonably concluded that this utopic event was not successful in
terms of creating social change. Public backlash definitely increased after the event as people
began to see ACT UP as more radical and less focused on concrete reforms. Even though ACT
UP spokespeople like Blocker suggested that they conducted the event to bring people to the
negotiating table and create positive change for people living with AIDS, the media largely
demonized the demonstration as unhelpful and counterproductive. Adrienne E. Christiansen and
Jeremy J. Hanson remind us that ACT UP was criticized much more than it was praised after
Stop the Church.366 Deborah Gould suggests that the media referred to ACT UP as “irrational,
unreasonable, and immature” after this event.367 The Economist published an article suggesting
that Stop the Church “outraged Jews and Protestants as well as Catholics.”368 Also, given the
backlash from powerful people like the Mayor of New York City, it makes sense that the public
responded to the event negatively. Unfortunately, while Stop the Church may have gathered a lot
of attention, it was largely ineffective at attracting further support for resolving the AIDS crisis.
Even media pieces such as Daisy Sindelar’s “Decades Before Pussy Riot, U.S. Group Protested
Catholic Church—With Results,” which seemingly suggests that Stop the Church created
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powerful change,369 actually focus on reforms instigated from other instances of AIDS
activism.370
A lot of this backlash likely comes from the fact that ACT UP interrupted a very
important church service. The Catholic Church is incredibly powerful in America—and much of
the western world—and is oftentimes the place where people will draw the line.371 Even though,
as Keane himself suggests, “very few” people actually saw him snap the cracker, it was so
powerfully interpreted as sacrilegious that it became all that the media could focus on.372 While it
is true that activists could use the church protest to garner a lot of media attention, it is also true
that the media attention it garnered was largely negative.
ACT UP knew that they would likely receive backlash from this event as well. As activist
David Barr suggests, “there was a lot of debate in ACT UP about the Church action…. there was
a lot of concern as to whether or not it was really appropriate for us to do a demonstration at the
church.”373 In fact, as Barr later suggests, ACT UP ended up voting to not enter the church at all,
because “we didn’t have any interest in offending people….it was about a political agenda with
the Church.”374 Instead, the protestors who acted inside the church decided to do so of their own
accord, counter to everything that the organization had collectively decided was going to happen.
Thus, ironically, the reason that ACT UP received so much backlash was because of decisions
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not instigated by the organization itself. In this manner, this protest was very personal and much
less-group oriented than other ACT UP events. The fact that ACT UP knew that they would
receive flak from invading the sermon is proof enough that this protest was not particularly
helpful in pushing towards a queer utopia without AIDS.
However, Stop the Church emotionally and affectively connected its members. As ACT
UP member Mark Harrington indicates:
My favorite part [of ACT UP/NY’s 1989 “Stop the Church” action] was afterwards,
when we got away from the church, started marching around the city and sat down in
Times Square. Because it seemed like we were free, we were happy, we were all
together, and nobody could stop us.375
Thus, Stop the Church was queerly utopic at the personal level insofar as it weaved the activists
together. This action created an emotional habitus that furthered the activist’s beliefs that they
were doing something important and powerful by protesting O’Connor. In this manner, this
protest event furthered the desire to conduct activism and helped expand ACT UP itself.
Event 4: Condomizing Helms’ House
On September 5, 1991, members of the ACT UP group Treatment Action Guerillas
(TAG)376 inflated a giant condom and put it on Jesse Helms’ house in Arlington, Virginia. This
action was designed to both target Jesse Helms for his homophobic policies and garner media
attention about his political stances. As Peter Staley, one of the members of TAG, suggests, “I
wanted the country to have a good laugh at Helms’ expense…. And I wanted Senator Helms to
realize that his free ride was up – if he hit us again, we’d hit back.”377
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Throughout the 1980s and 90s, Senator Helms was one of the most outspoken
homophobic individuals in America. Helms was responsible for an amendment to the 1988
Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education Bill that banned the allocation of federal
funds for gay safe sex education.378 Helms also suggested that “it’s their [homosexuals]
deliberate, disgusting, revolting conduct that is responsible for the disease,” and that “there is not
one single case of AIDS in this country that cannot be traced in origin to sodomy.”379 While his
view was the most extreme of the mainstream, conservative, homophobic ideologies, his rhetoric
oftentimes operated as “a shot in the arm to Republican politics” and thereby actively obstructed
ACT UP and their goals.380 Helms’ explicit bigotry was so enormous that “it’s obvious to us
[queer people] he wants us dead.”381 Stephen Gendin, another member of ACT UP, summed up
well the opinion that queer activists had of Helms and his blatant heteronormativity:
When the Treatment Action Group put a giant condom over Jesse Helms’ suburban
Washington home, I wish Helms had been in it and suffocated. I’ve never met Helms, but
since he’s put so much energy into making my life difficult, I think I have the right to
hate him. I wish I had the right to kill him. Ideally, to inflict a lingering death. But I
would settle for a quick, sure thing. Like five or six rounds right into his chest. Watching
him bleed to death would be one of my life’s high points, way up there with eating
chocolate cream pie or wrestling my boyfriend to the ground. A primal feeling of
satisfaction.382
The sheer hatred and rage expressed by Gendin helps express the amount that Helms’
obstructionism put the AIDS movement back; hence, the phrase written on the condom, “A
CONDOM TO STOP UNSAFE POLITICS. HELMS IS DEADLIER THAN A VIRUS.” 383
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Another activist involved in the event put her thoughts in even simpler words: “I’m here today
because Jesse Helms is the devil.”384 Attacking Helms was thus an inevitable step in ACT UP’s
direct activism, and, as Staley said, “you mess with us and you’re gonna wake up one morning
with a condom on your house.”385
In addition to expressing rage and hatred at Helms, members of ACT UP indicated that
the event was designed to bring more public attention to Helms’ policies. As Dan Baker, one of
the activists involved with TAG, says,
the whole point of this is to bring the public’s attention to Jesse Helms’ murderous
policies which are, in fact, are killing people. He’s in favor of discriminating, harassing,
labeling people with AIDS, and, rather than fighting the virus—which is what we’re all
concerned about in public health policy—it’s not a question of hatred against people with
AIDS.386
The condom placed on Helms’ house was roughly 35 feet tall. Under the guise of housing a gala
for people with AIDS, Staley paid a company in California $3,500 to create the inflatable
condom. Because the event needed to be timed so perfectly—activists estimated they would have
somewhere between 5-7 minutes to inflate the condom on Helms’ house before the police
showed up—a lot of planning went into the activity. Staley first met with Twilly Cannon, a
Greenpeace activist who helped train recruits to do complex stunts such as this one. Together,
Staley and Cannon found Helms’ home address and took pictures of his house to measure the
size of the building. The day before the protest, activists spent hours practicing putting up and
taking down the condom in order to ensure that everything worked effectively. The activists also
took extra precautions ensuring that the home was empty—although they later found out that
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Helms’ maid was inside the house the whole time387—to ensure that they could complete the task
without obstruction. Activists also wanted this event to be a threat laced within a practical joke—
as Staley later wrote about the event, “The last thing we wanted was to spend our lives in jail for
giving a senator a heart attack.”388 Before blowing up the condom and covering Helms’ house
with it, all the local and national TV stations were contacted by the protestors involved in order
to cue them into the event; this way, ACT UP could ensure that there was sufficient media
coverage.389
The timing of their actions was perfect, and the first cop cars showed up right as the
balloon had been blown up. Members of the media were already at the scene to report on the
event, and several police officers even asked newscasters what was going on.390 All of the
activists expected to be arrested that day. Yet Sean Strub, one of the activists at the event, recalls
that “the first officer who showed up could not help laughing as she got out of her squad car,”
and that he remembers her saying “I haven’t even had my coffee yet!”391 As Staley recalls,
I actually saw one of the cops chuckling when he got out of his car. They didn’t know
what to do at first. Shoot the thing? They spent quite a while radioing their superiors, and
eventually asked us for our driver’s licenses, wrote down our addresses, and told us it
was up to the senator to press charges or not. After the press got all the pictures they
needed, I asked the cops if they wanted us to take down the condom, and they let us back
on the property to reverse the whole process.392
Thus, instead of creating any problems, the police laughed and simply demanded that the
protestors take the giant condom down. Helms also decided to not press charges—he was
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concerned that it would give the group more media attention—and the only punitive measure
received by the activists was a ticket for parking their truck the wrong way.393
When protestors were asked to take the condom down, they complied. Discussion ensued
with the police regarding the safety of removing the giant inflatable condom, and the activists
explained that they had practiced for this and would quickly be able to take down the inflated
condom. “It’s kind of anti-climactic,” one of the protestors remarked as the condom was being
deflated.394 Ironically enough, this quote became indicative of the event writ-large, as no member
of ACT UP was arrested and no scuffles with the police ensued.
While the response to the inflation of the condom was thus not as serious or negative as
expected, there was certainly blowback. Numerous activists recall, for example, that Becky
Norton Dunlop, a board-member of the American Conservative Union and neighbor of Helms,
shouted curse words at the protestors and told the police that “you guys don’t want to tangle with
these people because you don’t want to get AIDS.”395 Newspaper pieces were published
suggesting that the “unmerry pranksters” were “radical-dumb,” testing positive for “the virus of
stupidity.”396 Referring to the event as a temper tantrum, various members of the media rejected
ACT UP’s criticisms.
Yet by and large, members of the media were either bewildered or confused by the
protest, unsure what to report. ACT UP member Mark Allen described the majority of news
reports as having a kind of “what a crazy world!” flair to them.397 This approach meant that the
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media, for the most part, tried to avoid discussing the protest. In fact, activists had to spend the
rest of the day chasing down news reporters and visiting television stations in order to ensure that
the story was picked up. One protestor even got into a physical fight with a staff member at one
of the news organizations that did not want to spend much time discussing the issue.398 Yet even
with the general state of media apprehension, the placing of a gigantic inflatable condom on
Helms’ house was given at least some air time by every major news organization.
All in all, while the event did not trigger a large amount of public discourse, it did create
some change. While likely not a one-to-one correlation, after this event, Helms never again
proposed an anti-AIDS amendment. Allen puts it best:
Did what we did change things? Do these kinds of political actions make a difference in
the real world?....The answer is an immeasurable, but in-arguable yes. Jesse Helms has
since (since around 2000) admitted that he was wrong, and changed his mind on his
initial opinions about the AIDS crisis. He is now actually working for the case in Africa,
and encouraging Christians and churches to join him.399
This, of course, is not to suggest that Helms magically became a better person. Even after he
began addressing the AIDS crisis in Africa, he continued to espouse homophobic beliefs and
hatred for all things gay, arguing that the “homosexual lifestyle” was the cause of the spread of
the disease in America.400 And Helms’ justification for his radical shift in policy position was not
a desire to care about homosexuals, but rather because he met the rock star Bono who recited
Bible verses about caring for the poor and diseased.401 Yet at the same time, Helms did begin
actively supporting funding for addressing the AIDS crisis throughout Africa, arguing that he
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had been “too lax too long in doing something really significant about AIDS.”402 Helms did
begin to do some good things.
It’s also, of course, impossible to prove that the placement of the condom over Helms’
house mattered at all for Helms’ sudden change in policy position. Yet at the same time, as Allen
tells us, “it ended up being a nice, clean action with no hidden, messy jail time or court
proceedings (excellent!) and a kind of wait-and-wonder ripple effect on our target, and the
perceptions of his audience.”403 In other words, the activists involved perceived the event as
having an effect socially, even if it took a long time and was not direct.
Towards the end of the protest, after the police had arrived and told members of TAG to
take the condom down, the activists involved cheered and clapped with joy as they accomplished
what they set out to do.404 They chanted, “Fight AIDS, fight Helms!” repeatedly as a member of
the organization recorded the event to be distributed to news organizations.405 This activists
involved chalked the event up to a win.
If any part of what Allen and other activists suggest is true, then the placement of the
giant inflatable condom over Helms’ house did create some social and personal change. By
delivering a very clear message to Helms—that ACT UP would bite back against him for his
homophobic agenda—TAG helped initiate a future reality in which queers would not need to
cower in fear at the thought of Helms and his agenda, thereby instigating change at the personal
level. And if this event was influential towards Helms’ future decision to support the fight
against the AIDS crisis, then it did cause some social change. At the same time, given that Helms
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never actually gave up his homophobic beliefs, that social utopic cut was not as effective as it
could be. And given that the media either responded to the event negatively or in a confused
manner, this event certainly garnered some backlash socially. There were also certainly no policy
changes created from this event. Thus, while placing this condom on Helms’ house was a great
way to actualize a form of personal change, the long-lasting, concretely utopic effects of this
demonstration were weaker than others.
Event 5: The First Ashes Action
On October 11, 1992, ACT UP staged a political funeral which was quite different from
anything the organization had done before. In this situation, activists decided to march on
Washington D.C. and throw the ashes of their dead loved ones and friends on the White House
lawn. This was the first of ACT UP’s Ashes Actions,406 in which activists were determined to
literally show the United States public the deaths resulting from the AIDS crisis. Activists had
decided that die-ins were not enough, and, as David Robinson, one of the original planners of the
event, suggested, “We weren’t going to do anything symbolic…. The point was these are the
actual ashes. This is the literal physical result of the Bush administration’s policies.”407
Robinson, in fact, is often credited as being one of the major influential promoters of this
protest. Robinson’s lover, Warren, had died soon before the event due to complications involving
AIDS. Robinson suggests that his inspiration for the event came from Warren, who wanted him
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to “do some kind of political funeral with his body” upon his death.408 Robinson thus set out to
do exactly what Warren wanted and threw his lover’s ashes on the White House lawn.
Additionally, protestors were inspired by activist David Wojnarowicz’s memoir Close to
the Knives, in which Wojnarowicz suggested that more should be done to get the public to focus
on AIDS. Before his death in 1992 from the disease, Wojnarowicz lamented that activists would
become numb to the consistent death of people with AIDS and default back to conventional
ways of mourning, making the emotional intensity of these deaths falter. As he indicates in his
memoir:
I imagine what it would be like if friends had a demonstration each time a lover or a
friend or a stranger died of AIDS. I imagine what it would be like if, each time a lover,
friend or stranger died of this disease, their friends, lovers or neighbors would take the
dead body and drive with it in a car a hundred miles an hour to Washington D.C. and
blast through the gates of the White House and come to a screeching halt before the
entrance and dump their lifeless form on the front steps. It would be comforting to see
those friends, neighbors, lovers and strangers mark time and place and history in such a
public way.409
We can think of Wojnarowicz’s wish as a queer utopic moment, seeking to establish a future
where mourning queer death is not normalized but militarized. Thus, the suggestion that people
throw the ashes of their dead lovers, friends, neighbors, and strangers onto the White House
lawn, when taken literally, became an instance of a cut in heteronormativity. And, just as
Wojnarowicz wanted, activists did end up driving to Washington D.C., performatively crashing
down the gates, and dumping the dead onto the White House steps.
The timing of this protest was not coincidental either, as the AIDS Memorial Quilt was
on full display in Washington D.C. at the time. This quilt was developed and organized by Cleve
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Jones in 1987 to not only commemorate those who had died from AIDS but also to “counter the
anonymity and secrecy that surrounded AIDS deaths by specifically naming… the dead.”410
Ultimately consisting of over 40,000 panels,411 this quilt served as a way for lovers and friends of
those who had died from AIDS to mourn the dead in a public fashion. Each panel was dedicated
to somebody who had died from the epidemic, oftentimes consisting of the name of the dead
stitched into the panel along with something memorable about them. While some panels
remained anonymous, as numerous individuals took their sexuality to their graves for fear of
homophobic backlash from their family and friends, the majority of the quilt’s panels had
something to identify each of the people it was designed to commemorate.
This quilt was an aesthetic step in the right direction, creating a site that materially
detailed the extent of those who had died from AIDS. In this manner, the AIDS Memorial Quilt
can and should be thought of as AIDS activism.412 Yet simultaneously, the normalized capacity
with which the quilt was developed and deployed risks representing Wojnarowicz’ concerns. As
the creator of the quilt himself suggested, “The Quilt was and is an activist symbol—comforting,
yes, but mortally troubling. If it raised a single question, it was, what are we going to do about
it?”413 That is to say, the quilt risked normalizing the grieving process of AIDS victims and thus
symbolically becoming a form of complacency with, or an empty gesture towards, the epidemic
itself. The Ashes Action was “a way of showing there is nothing beautiful about it,” and that the
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dead are reduced to “a box full of ashes and bone chips.”414 The Ashes Action acted as a sort of
visceral counterpoint to the quilt’s aesthetic portrayal of the AIDS crisis.415
Because activists determined to throw the ashes of dead people on the White House lawn,
they were specifically targeting then-President George H. W. Bush and his inaction on the AIDS
crisis with this event. While Bush did more than former-President Ronald Reagan to address
AIDS, as he did spend governmental money to address the crisis, he continued his predecessor’s
decision to do incredibly little to address it.416 ACT UP activist Eric Sawyer put it best:
By the end of Bush’s presidency, there was only $135 million being spent for HIV efforts
globally by US AID. Nobody was getting treatment for opportunistic infections…. Not
only did Bush allow the epidemic to rage to over 110,000 people here in the United
States on his watch, but globally, there were over 1.5 million cases. There were also
around a half a million cases being diagnosed every year, in an environment where the
majority of AIDS cases were going undiagnosed, because there was no testing or
collective reporting of AIDS deaths. The real number is thought to have probably been 10
times what was reported, since there was so little funding and research to adequately
report what was going on.417
Additionally, Bush managed to cut funding for AIDS research early into his presidency and
actively opposed safe-sex education in public schools. He continued to pander to right-wing
religious extremists like Jerry Falwell and Pat Buchanan who thought that people with AIDS
were condemned to hell.418 Some protestors even described Bush as someone who had
committed genocide and murder.419 In this capacity, Bush was an important target for activists.
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This protest was well advertised throughout the country. ACT UP/New York released a
pamphlet entitled “Bring Your Grief and Rage about AIDS to a Political Funeral in Washington
D.C.” which said the following:
You have lost someone to AIDS. For more than a decade, your government has mocked
your loss. You have spoken out in anger, joined political protests, carried fake coffins and
mock tombstones, and splattered red paint to represent someone’s HIV-positive blood,
perhaps your own. George Bush believes that the White House gates shield him, from
you, your loss, and his responsibility for the AIDS crisis. Now it is time to bring AIDS
home to George Bush. On October 11th, we will carry the actual ashes of people we love
in funeral procession to the White House. In an act of grief and rage and love, we will
deposit their ashes on the White House lawn. Join us to protest twelve years of genocidal
AIDS policy.420
Thus, as activist David Reid said, “The government had ignored their funerals. If you won’t
come to the funeral, we’ll bring the funeral to you,” and the first Ashes Action was developed.421
This event was not subtle. As Shane Butler, an organizer of the event, said, “We didn’t
want to show up sneakily. We wanted to march.”422 Activists banged on drums as they marched
throughout D.C., creating a loud, melancholic funeral song that set the emotional tone of the
event. Members of the funeral procession randomly screamed and burst into tears as they
marched, echoing the emotion-filled tenor of the protest. They also chanted things such as
“Bringing our dead to your door / We won’t take it anymore” and “Out of the quilt and into the
streets / Join us, join us.”423 While the protest started with just a few thousand people who had
travelled to Washington D.C. for the political funeral, several thousand more individuals joined
the procession as it happened. All in all, by the time activists reached the White House, roughly
10,000 individuals were involved in the march.424
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Because the protest was loud and attention-grabbing, activists had to be concerned about
the possibility of police blockades. Thus, as with most of ACT UP’s events, there was careful
planning and preparation. A large number of what Sawyer calls “wedge people”—a literal
blockade of humans--were guarding people carrying the ashes from the police.425 Numerous
people were scattered throughout Washington D.C. in order to scout out where the police were
set up to stop the marchers, and this information was communicated to the protestors via Walkie
Talkies. The coordination of the protestors was flawless, and the police were incapable of
catching the demonstrators until they had reached the White House and were climbing over the
fence. Sawyer, in fact, recalls how “there was media stationed on Pennsylvania Avenue, so we
wanted to go in front of them, but there were so many policemen… we changed routes to the
back of the White House fence,” thereby demonstrating how well the protestors worked
together.426
Eventually, the activists reached the White House. They began dumping the ashes onto
the lawn of the White House, creating a scene that can only be described as poetic:
The lawn was — actually, it looked almost like a light snow had fallen. We were so
condensed in terms of the number of us who were dumping the ashes, but ashes are quite
fine, with small bone fragments in the remains. So the lawn was littered with this light
dusting of ashes and bone — sort of like an early snow — from the urns, bags, and boxes
we’d been carrying our lovers in. I’ll never forget the look of it.427
This was, as numerous activists recall, an incredibly emotional moment. The protestors had not
only been screaming and banging out funeral songs as they marched; they had also just scattered
the ashes of their lovers and best friends on the lawn of the president who had done next to
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nothing to save them. Upon scattering the ashes, protestors pulled out bullhorns and began
screaming the eulogies of the Bush administration. As one protestor cried,
We are gathered here today to pay our last respects to the Bush Administration. We are
not here to pay—we are not here to pay our last respects to the people who we love and
who we have lost because those people we carry forever with us.428
By utilizing the Ashes Action as a funeral for the Bush Administration, the protestors
rhetorically reshaped what it means to have a political funeral. Through this rearticulation,
activists created a queer utopic cut in the heteronormative reality of the Bush administration.
These activists used the funeral to point towards a future in which Bush was no longer in office
and the AIDS crisis could be resolved.
By rewriting the political funeral, activists also created a uniquely affective connection
among themselves. Butler, for example, suggests that he doesn’t “remember convulsive grief like
the grief [he] felt in that moment.”429 In this manner as well, the Ashes Action created a queer
utopic cut, seeking to disrupt the normative process of mourning that Wojnarowicz feared in his
memoir.
When the police finally caught up to the protestors, they came storming down upon them.
Attempting to trample the activists with horses, the police did all they could to subdue the
protest. In response, protestors repeatedly chanted “shame!” and pointed at the police. Activists
sat down on the sidewalk to scare the horses into inaction. Ultimately, the Ashes Action was
resolved peacefully and no one was arrested. Several activists suggest that this was likely
because the police did not want to make a bigger scene for the media to pick up and cover. And,
importantly, there was not a large conversation among major news organizations after the Ashes
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Action. While there certainly was some reporting of the event, public discourse surrounding the
Ashes Action primarily took an air of objectivity as newspapers simply reported what had
occurred.430
Bush, in response to the event, suggested that he was spending billions of dollars to
address the AIDS crisis. However, in his response, he stated the following heteronormative
sentiment as well:
It’s one of the few diseases where behavior matters. And I once called on somebody,
“Well, change your behavior! If the behavior you’re using is prone to cause AIDS,
change the behavior!” Next thing I know, one of these ACT UP groups is saying, “Bush
ought to change his behavior!” You can’t talk about it rationally!431
Bush’s rhetorical move to suggest that it’s the fault of people with AIDS for getting the disease,
and not the government for failing to effectively treat it, represented the exact ideology that ACT
UP was seeking to challenge. And the fact that this ideology seeped into Bush’s rhetoric is
indicative of the general public sentiment about AIDS at that point in time. Thus, public
discourse surrounding the event was not as positive or helpful as ACT UP activists had hoped
for. Even so, members of ACT UP still thought that the event was important, even just for
themselves. At an ACT UP/New York meeting the following day, one activist said that “if we
could do this for us, who gives a shit about the media. It was for us, the action was to deliver the
ashes and we did it.”432 Thus, members of the group re-oriented the event around personal
change. This re-orientation was queerly utopic—the general sentiment of the activists was that
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after this protest, Bush had no power over them anymore. That is to say, the protestors felt as if
they were free, even if they were not.
After this political funeral, ACT UP activists sought to fight the AIDS crisis with
renewed vigor. As Gould suggests, “In the tumult of that time, we had little time to reflect on
what we were going through; we thought we only had time to act…. Activists had advised ‘don’t
mourn, organize’…’turn grief into anger’.”433 This protest rejuvenated activists who were weary
from the countless people who had died from AIDS, acting as a way to release the pent-up
emotions that were weighing on people’s consciences. The Ashes Action did valuably act as a
way for activists to express their emotions and mourn as necessary. Thus, “ACT UP’s message
was clear: The way to grieve the endless deaths is with confrontational activism that angrily
forces the reality of AIDS deaths into public view.”434
This approach became integral to ACT UP for the remainder of its life as an active
organization. Very soon after the Ashes Action, ACT UP activist Mark Fisher called for
members of ACT UP to not throw his ashes on the White House steps, but rather to carry his
body in an open casket throughout the streets of New York City. A few weeks after this
statement, upon Fisher’s passing, his body was paraded throughout the New York City streets,
ending at Bush’s reelection headquarters. The Ashes Action served as the impulse towards the
usage of political funerals in ACT UP’s repertoire of activism.435
The Ashes Action, in sum, opened room for ACT UP to resignify the meaning of AIDS
deaths. This resignification is also indicative of the ways in which the Ashes Action served as a
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powerful queer utopic cut, providing new life and meaning for the deaths of those who died in
the crisis. Drawing from the ashes of those who had died in the present, ACT UP re-wrote what
it meant to die from AIDS for those in the future. And by reorienting the cause of these deaths
around governmental inaction instead of the individual, as Bush would have it, ACT UP sought
to establish a more utopic future in which the government would take responsibility for the
epidemic. For these reasons, we can think of the Ashes Action as an important queer utopic cut.
For all of the reasons I have detailed here, the Ashes Action was the most powerful event
that I analyze here in terms of creating personal change. By rejecting conventional conceptions
of mourning in favor of an affectively-charged funeral procession, this demonstration validated
and rejuvenated AIDS activists. By turning melancholia into rage, activists helped instigate an
emotional habitus designed to queer the future of AIDS.436 And by re-signifying what it meant to
die from AIDS, protestors revitalized ACT UP as a movement. It is unfortunate that this event
did not largely emphasize social or policy change, but it certainly did establish a space of queer
utopianism for AIDS activists themselves.
Event 6: Crash the Market
March 24, 1997 marked ACT UP’s 10-year anniversary, which was celebrated through a
demonstration on Wall Street, “Crash the Market.” This protest was designed to target both
pharmaceutical companies and the federal government. At this point in time, numerous major
advances had been made in fighting HIV/AIDS, such as increased the accessibility of AIDSfighting drugs, suggesting the efficacy of prior protest efforts to resolve the AIDS crisis. While
Azidothymidine (AZT) was the only available drug on the market at the start of ACT UP’s
career, by 1997, dozens of anti-AIDS treatments had been developed, patented, and were
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available for the public. Over one hundred new AIDS drugs were in development. Additionally,
the creation of new treatment methods, like protease inhibitors437 and triple-drug therapy438 for
AIDS meant that the survival rate of people with AIDS had drastically increased.439
As a result of these advances, the American public was becoming less and less interested
in the problems of those living with AIDS. Crash the Market was, as ACT UP/New York’s
website suggests, “designed to remind the nation that the AIDS crisis is far from over despite
recent advances and media hype.”440 In discussing the event, Virg Parks, ACT UP member,
showed increasing concern over public inattention to the ongoing crisis:
It’s ten years later, and we’ve won many victories, but some things haven’t changed….
Drug company profiteering is still killing people. These corporate giants are pricing their
new life-saving AIDS drugs – like protease inhibitors – out of reach of thousands of
people with AIDS. In their greed, they’re foot-dragging on development of new drugs
that replace existing highly profitable drug combinations. They’re refusing to adequately
test current AIDS drugs in women and children. And they’re rejecting price breaks to the
poorest countries hit hardest by this pandemic. The AIDS crisis is not over.441
Thus, Parks reminds us that even though there were drastic advances in the fight against AIDS—
oftentimes triggered by the work that ACT UP had previously accomplished—people throughout
America and the entire world were still suffering en masse from the disease. Because of

Protease inhibitors are antiviral drugs that bind themselves to a virus in a person’s bloodstream and prevent that
virus from multiplying. Clinical studies suggest that people taking protease inhibitors were drastically less likely to
experience immunodeficiencies. See, for example, Mouton, Yves, et al., Impact of protease inhibitors on AIDSdefining events and hospitalizations in 10 French AIDS reference centres,” AIDS 11 (1997).
438
Triple-drug therapy is a concoction of three different medicines put into one pill. Studies suggest that this form of
pill-taking drastically reduced the risk of complications resulting from HIV/AIDS. See, for example, Paul Sax, “One
Pill, Once Daily = Triple Therapy for HIV,” NEJM Journal Watch, December 29, 2006.
439
See, for example, The National Institute of Health, “Antiretroviral Drug Discovery and Development,” Published
online November 26, 2018. Accessed February 28, 2019, https://www.niaid.nih.gov/diseasesconditions/antiretroviral-drug-development; Houston Chronicle, “Act Up blasts `Wall Street greed'/70 arrested in
rally near NYSE over high prices for AIDS drugs,” The Houston Chronicle, March 25, 1997; Rachel Nall, “The
History of HIV and AIDS in the United States,” Healthline, Published online January 29, 2018, Accessed February
29, 2019, https://www.healthline.com/health/hiv-aids/history.
440
ACT UP New York, “ACT UP Marks 10TH Anniversary With Massive Demonstration,” ACT UP New York,
Accessed February 28, 2019, http://www.actupny.org/%2010thanniversary/10annivPR.html.
441
ACT UP New York, “ACT UP Marks 10TH Anniversary.”
437

148

advances that had already been accomplished, drug corporations were able to cut back on the
accessibility of drugs, and the federal government was unwilling to change their pricing policies.
Activists such as Eric Sawyer remind us that, at this point in time, then-President Bill
Clinton was calling for cuts to Medicaid and federal funding of AIDS research. Federal funding
for the AIDS Drug Assistance Program (ADAP) had drastically fallen while Clinton called for a
$22 billion cut to funding for federal health insurance programs.442 Even though more drugs
were available on the marketplace, they were so exorbitantly expensive that they were
inaccessible to the majority of people who were living with AIDS.443 Because of these problems,
members of ACT UP felt that the government was shirking its duty to address the AIDS crisis.
This became the impetus for Crash the Market.
This protest was the conclusion to a five-day session of AIDS activist events in New
York. The Thursday before the event marked a gala reception at the Lesbian and Gay
Community Services Center in New York City, and the Friday to Sunday prior to the event were
used to house a conference to discuss the future of AIDS activism.444 Crash the Market took
place the Monday afterwards.
This protest began at about 7:30 in the morning when activists met at City Hall Park to
demonstrate. Instead of doing anything at City Hall Park, protestors marched collectively south
towards Wall Street, where they would finally end their demonstration. Along the way, activists
chanted lines such as “We die—they make money,” “Wall Street trades on people with
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AIDS!,”445 and “health care is a right, Wall Street is a drag!”446 to announce their targeted
criticisms of Wall Street. Activists interviewed by newspapers further situated their criticisms by
indicating that the New York Stock Exchange “symbolizes the heart of corporate America,” and
thus the greed that’s denying people with AIDS easy access to treatment.447 By the time that
activists reached Wall Street, they were “stopping traffic and paralyzing Lower Manhattan.”448
The protest lasted for about three hours and consisted of organized activists from eight different
cities.449 Having talked to the police before the start of the demonstration, this act was legally
sanctioned by the New York City police department. Even so, there were instances of civil
disobedience by protestors, and roughly seventy activists were arrested that day.450
Some aspects of this demonstration were performative. Protestors, for example, threw
fake blood at the stock exchange to symbolize the blood of people with AIDS on the hands of
pharmaceutical executives.451 Numerous other protestors were “decked out with costumes, mock
caskets and thousands of pill bottles” to symbolize the doctors who were not doing enough to
find a cure for AIDS and their patients who were dying from the disease.452 Thus, in ACT UP’s
usual fashion, activists engaged in protest art as they sought to disrupt the normal events of Wall
Street. These forms of protest art operated as queer utopic cuts against Wall Street.
Because the protest was planned in the same space as ACT UP’s first demonstration,
activists heavily drew inspiration from that prior event. They aimed to demonstrate in the same
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area of New York City and to target the same corporations targeted a decade earlier. Even the
title Crash the Market was designed to draw activists back to their original demonstration so long
ago.
However, ACT UP protestors also made sure to participate in conventional discursive
engagements with those they were protesting against. Knowing that their performance artwork
would be unlikely to be interpreted well by those in power, activists resolved themselves to
utilize more than one form of communication during this protest. In order to concretize their
message, ACT UP released the following list of demands while they planned and conducted this
protest:
To the manufacturers of AIDS drugs:
1. Dramatically reduce the prices of AIDS drugs and make them available for all.
2. Broaden research towards usable AIDS treatments-and a cure-for all populations.
3. Fund treatment education programs targeting under-served groups.
To President Clinton and the Congress:
1. Investigate and restrict AIDS drug price gouging.
2. Guarantee AIDS treatment access for all.
3. Broaden research towards usable AIDS treatments-and a cure-for all populations.453
In this way, the demands ACT UP made were concrete and easily understood. While these
demands were broad and targeted powerful groups and individuals, it is impossible to mistake
the exact things that the organization fought for during this protest.
Even so, this protest was one of ACT UP’s least efficacious events. I isolate one major
reason for this-- ACT UP had become a much weaker organization. While, for example, almost
10,000 activists partook in the first Ashes Action, only 200 members showed up to Crash the
Market. ACT UP/New York, the largest chapter of the organization across the entire world, once
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had up to 700 members showing up to its weekly meetings; by the time of this protest, only a few
dozen people were in regular weekly attendance.454 Throughout the ten years of ACT UP’s life
prior to this event, activists had either “died, drifted away, or moved into more mainstream AIDS
advocacy.”455 Additionally, numerous former members of the group suggested they had
accomplished their goals—they had changed national AIDS policy, forcing the government to
pay more attention to the ongoing crisis. While the crisis was far from over, and still continues
today, it is equally as true that then-President Clinton eventually funneled more money into
developing AIDS treatments and vaccines than any other president before him.456 The lack of
interest and membership in the ACT UP organization meant that Crash the Market would not
have as large of an effect on governmental AIDS policies because it could not cause enough
disruption or garner enough attention.
This lack of interest and membership also largely represented a failure in creating longlasting social change as well. While there certainly was public discourse surrounding this event,
most members of the public were confused why ACT UP was still demonstrating given that the
death rate from AIDS had drastically fallen. New medicines and treatments were available on the
market, so people largely did not comprehend the message that activists sought to deploy during
Crash the Market. There were also no major policy changes instigated because of this protest.
While there was likely some impact at the personal level, as activists became encouraged to
continue fighting the crisis, given the general lack of interest in AIDS throughout America at this
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point in time, the queer utopic cut created through this protest was much weaker than the ones
created through other events.
That being said, companies like Glaxo-Wellcome457 were “frightened” and “susceptible
to pressure” because of Crash the Market.458 This is certainly not to suggest that corporations
magically decided to cooperate with AIDS activists in order to release more drugs, but it is to
suggest that Crash the Market was large enough to be seen and heard by those in power. It thus
did act as an important reminder that the crisis was ongoing and still needed to be resolved.
Conclusion: Assessing Utopic Cuts
In order to compare these six events, I again turn back to my analytic criteria. I thus
organize this section by determining which of these events most emphasizes each of the three
categories of analysis that I have laid out; this comparison then invites me to determine which
events emphasized each of these categories the least. Drawing these comparisons opens room for
me to uncover three important lessons for creating more impactful utopic cuts—they need to
create an affective grounding among large numbers of people, they need to be small enough to
avoid heteronormative backlash from society and thus rely on continual cuts as opposed to one
large cut, and they need to create those cuts in the right spaces to garner attention. After
conducting this analysis, I discuss two of the recurring protest tactics and themes throughout this
case study to draw even further conclusions about how queer utopic cuts can be more impactful;
I ultimately conclude that those cuts that are focused on garnering media attention and on finding
blame for heteronormativity in people in positions of power are more efficacious.
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I argue that, in terms of personal change, the Ashes Action protest was the most
efficacious at creating a significant queer utopic cut. Importantly, this event was the first instance
in which activists felt they could legitimately grieve those who had been lost to the AIDS crisis.
It became the impetus for the combination of grieving and activism that became important for
ACT UP as a whole. In other words, by acting as an outlet for activists’ emotions, the Ashes
Action queered what it meant to grieve in the first place. And by uniting almost 10,000 AIDS
activists from across the country, this event was integral in establishing this distinct grieving
process as a legitimate form of action, thereby creating a cut in heteronormative society and
forming personal change.
On the flip side, Crash the Market least emphasized the creation of personal change.
People in general were just less interested in issues of AIDS, including the activists themselves.
Thus, because the AIDS movement was functionally dead at this point in time, this
demonstration could not develop as strong of a shift in individual thinking as other actions could.
Crash the Market also rehashed tactics and goals from ACT UP’s glory days; as such, it didn’t
create new directions for queer utopic cuts and couldn’t generate as much attention. Most people
were thus incapable of getting really excited about ACT UP at this point in time. From this
comparison, we can learn that the creation of personal change is strengthened by numbers—the
more people involved, the more likely those people are to feel an affective connection that allows
them to create a cut in heteronormativity for themselves. This, of course, is not to suggest that
small actions do not create queer utopic cuts in heteronormativity, but the greater the number of
people involved, the more likely that cut is to be long-lasting.
In terms of creating social change, Seize the FDA best emphasized this category of
analysis. This demonstration firmly planted in people’s minds that people with AIDS were not
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all disgusting, bed-ridden creatures, but rather that they could be activists and full of life. By
effectively introducing and utilizing the die-in, protestors literally demonstrated to the public that
there were bodies constantly being lost to AIDS. Yet simultaneously, the die-in was less visceral
than the images of the ashes being thrown on the White House lawn during the Ashes Action.
The distinction between these images is that die-ins are more sanitized than ashes; the bodies in
die-ins symbolically stand-in for those lives lost to AIDS while those involved in the Ashes
Action were literally the bodies lost. Thus, while the ashes created a more emotional connection
for those involved in the demonstration, Seize the FDA was separated enough from the real
violence of the AIDS crisis that it could create more social change.
Additionally, Seize the FDA carefully crafted a narrative conducive to activists and
effectively sold it to the media, thereby controlling the narrative that was comprehended by the
general public. This is distinct from Crash the Market, the event that I think is the least valuable
in creating social change. Because the United States public had largely decided that the AIDS
crisis was over by the 1997 march on Wall Street, demonstrators were not able to as effectively
craft and control the media narrative as they were with Seize the FDA. Controlling the media
narrative is obviously important for creating social change, as these are the outlets where the
majority of the public get their information. Additionally, being the first major instance of AIDS
activism meant that Seize the FDA was better at getting the public’s attention. People had heard
speeches like Russo’s a million times by the time of Crash the Market. Being new and innovative
meant that Seize the FDA could have a more powerful social effect. ACT UP activist Mark Allen
describes this argument quite well:
[The] key to a good demo of this sort is to break the rules enough so people can't help but
pay attention to what you're doing, but not break them to the point where people hate you
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once they start paying attention to you. It's the old cliché of reformatting the solution to a
problem that seems un-fixable when you think about it traditionally.459
Allen’s argument here is that the best way to garner positive social attention and change is to do
something shocking but not so shocking that people respond to it negatively. In rhetorical theory,
we can think about this in terms of best selecting topoi. Theorists such as Carolyn Miller and
James Jasinski suggest that when uncovering new topoi it is best to find one that is distinctive
enough, but draws closely to things that people already know.460 Through this analysis, we can
understand why Seize the FDA was more efficacious at creating social change than the Ashes
Action or Crash the Market—it shocked, but it did so in a manner that was not entirely
unexpected. The Ashes Action shocked as well, but it did so in a manner that was too unexpected
and distinct from what people already knew. By revealing the literal ashes of those who had died
from the AIDS crisis, the Ashes Action was a bit too visceral for the general American public
and thus too distinctly uncomfortable. And Crash the Market had the exact opposite effect—it
didn’t shock at all exactly because it basically recreated a protest that had already occurred.
Indeed, given that one of ACT UP’s common tactics was to shock the public into caring about
the AIDS crisis, the way in which it shocked them mattered. For queer utopias broadly then,
those that are the most effective at creating social change end up queering spaces in a manner
that is not entirely unpredictable to society. In other words, queer utopic cuts should create
change in ways that are enthymematically threatening, but not too threatening.
This analysis also explains why Stop the Church emphasized creating long-lasting social
change less than Seize the FDA did. The importance of the Catholic Church to American society
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is well-documented, and it is a big target for ACT UP to try to take down. Thus, ACT UP’s
shocking tactics of resistance created backlash to the organization because it attacked such an
important institution in a blatantly disrespectful manner. People may have been willing to accept
a protest of the church itself, but they were, by and large, not going to accept the disruption of a
church service nor the breaking of a communion wafer. In other words, Stop the Church was
simply too shocking to create effective social change. For queer utopic moments then, cuts need
to not be so big that they cause heteronormative backlash in society.
In terms of creating policy changes, Seize the FDA also best emphasized creating a longlasting cut. Very clear policy goals were laid out during this event, creating a situation where a
clear message could be heard by those in power. However, clear policy goals had also been laid
out at other ACT UP events, such as their first demonstration and Crash the Market, which did
not end up creating substantial policy change. The question thus becomes—why was Seize the
FDA more effective at creating policy change than these other events?
The question of the nature of the shock factor certainly comes into play here, as Seize the
FDA used the die-in as a protest tactic while neither of the other two events did. However, it
cannot be the only answer to this question, as all three of these events were fairly conventional
protests for ACT UP. Instead, the placement of Seize the FDA helped establish its efficacy at
creating policy change. By demonstrating on the grounds of the FDA itself, Seize the FDA
demanded the attention of those in charge. During this event, protestors actively disrupted
people’s ability to enter the building and get to work. In order for members of the FDA to go
about their day, they had to respond to the protestors. This is not true for either ACT UP’s first
demonstration or Crash the Market, which both targeted the FDA while marching on Wall Street.
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Symbolically, Wall Street certainly had meaning, but in terms of getting those in power to listen,
it did not. Thus, the locations whereby queer utopias cut against heteronormativity matter.
From this comparison, we have learned a few things about the creation of more impactful
queer utopic cuts. First, in order to be long-lasting, these cuts need to affectively engage large
numbers of people. This engagement creates an unconscious connection between members of the
group that they can then carry on into the future. In other words, this engagement grounds a
queer future between and among the members of this group in the moment that it occurs. Second,
queer cuts need to create cuts in heteronormativity, but they need to do so in a way that does not
create backlash from heteronormative society. If queer utopias create cuts that are too big, then
society will come crashing down upon it in full force, like the response received by ACT UP
after Stop the Church. The problematization of heteronormativity therefore must be one that is an
attack by a thousand cuts, and not one single fell swoop. Third, queer utopic cuts not only need
to be grounded in a space-based analysis, they also need to be grounded in the right spaces.
Previous literature on queer utopian moments analyze their creation in gay bars and gay plays,
spaces that are already queer. Instead, in order for queer utopic moments to create long-lasting
change, they have to fight back against heteronormativity in heteronormative spaces themselves.
All three of these lessons problematize themselves and each other. For example, in order
to affectively engage large numbers of people, queer utopic cuts must occur within
heteronormative spaces were lots of people exist. Yet in order to affectively engage large
numbers of people, queer utopic moments need to affect large numbers of people and thus create
large cuts in heteronormativity, thereby creating the possibility of backlash by dominant society.
These queer occasions need to be established in heteronormative spaces to be effective, yet if
they are established in the wrong spaces, then people will fight back against them. It isn’t enough
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to try to cut back against heteronormativity in a place that will attract a lot of people; queer
utopic cuts need to be created in places that will attract the right kinds of people and the right
kinds of attention. Thus, instigating these moments that create the most effective long-lasting
change requires finding a balance between these three lessons.
I’d like to conclude this chapter by discussing some common threads of utopianism
throughout each of these instances of activism. Drawing these common themes will allow us to
better understand the contours of queer utopic cuts that aim to create long-lasting change and
how they are distinct from those that are more ephemeral. I discuss two themes here—how each
protest sought to utilize the media, and how they remained focused on explicitly externalizing
blame for social problems on outside sources.461
Each of these six events sought to utilize the media to their gain. Granted, not all of these
events were successful at using the media to either promote or disseminate their message, but
activists in each of these events at least attempted to use the media for their own gain. This is an
important tactic for creating both social and policy change, as the media is an important source
for the general public to learn what is going on in the world. And because the media inevitably
has some kind of spin on how a story is told, being able to control the discourse disseminated is
certainly important for people attempting to use the media to complicate heteronormativity.
Thus, from this case study, we can learn that queer utopic cuts that create more effective longlasting change will at least attempt to use the media to further spread their message. This is
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distinct from those more focused in the moment, like pieces of artwork and theater performances,
which focus on communicating a message primarily to the audience at hand.
Another theme that can be traced through each of these events is that activists continually
focused on blaming an external source for the problem. Whether it was the FDA, Wall Street,
presidents, or Helms, the problem was always with something or someone external to the
activists themselves. Thus, we can conclude that these queer utopic cuts will always target an
external source of heteronormativity in order to create change. Less long-lasting queer utopic
cuts can and oftentimes do target external sources as well. But given the pervasivity of
internalized homophobia and heteronormativity, queer utopias also oftentimes focus on
disrupting heteronormativity within queer individuals. Externalizing these concerns, however, is
integral to creating both social and policy change, as long-lasting change has a need to persuade
audiences that there is an enemy to blame.
These two factors thus separate queer utopias aiming to create long-lasting change from
those who do not. By both using the media to disseminate their messages and focusing blame for
heteronormativity on those in power, these queer cuts can better actualize the three lessons that I
have isolated above. Because these cuts are more focused on creating social and policy change
than personal change, using social strategies like media spin and drawing attention to people in
power’s heteronormativity are important.
This chapter first analyzed how ACT UP as a whole operates as a queer utopian agent in
order to provide a better conceptual grounding for the rest of the analysis. After laying out my
criteria, I detailed six major events in ACT UP’s life and explained how they operated as queer
utopic cuts with varying levels of long-lasting effectivity, all in an attempt to better appreciate
how queer utopic cuts can create long-lasting change.
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Part IV—Conclusion
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Conclusion: How to Best Establish Long-Lasting Queer Utopic Cuts
This thesis has sought to better understand queer utopias, using the guiding questions of
how can queer utopic cuts create long-lasting change, what strategies can these cuts use to most
effectively disrupt heteronormativity, and what do people need to do in order to push towards
that queer future? I have particularly addressed this concern in light of Shahani’s criticism of
Muñoz’s theory of queer utopianism; mainly, that its optimistic hope in the future acts as “a
permanently deferred replacement system” that ignores the important historical struggle of queer
activism in favor of an ivory tower theorizing that has no long-lasting effects.462 Through a
reading of the theoretical texts involved in queer utopianism and the usage of ACT UP as a case
study, I have sought to better understand both more about the nature of queer utopias and how
they can create long-lasting change in the world. While I certainly have not uncovered all of the
answers, I have elucidated some responses.
In chapter one, I traced a genealogical interpretation of queerness, ultimately coming to a
definition of queer that is reliant on both uncanniness and non-normative sexuality and gender.
From here, I turned towards a discussion of queer utopianism as representative of Foucauldian
heterotopias, actualizing real spaces in which queerness can thrive. Thus, by operating as a kind
of counter-site that linguistically and materially embodies queerness, queer utopianism can seek
to disrupt heteronormativity. From this, I traced the four characteristics of queer utopias
according to Muñoz—they are future-oriented, aesthetic performances, concrete Blochian
utopias, and anti-antirelational. While the existing literature is excellent at detailing the
momentary disruption in heteronormativity laid out by moments of queer utopia, the question
still remains: how can they cause disruptions in the long term?
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In the second section of this thesis, I sought to answer this question theoretically. Starting
with an analysis of the queer utopic cut, or the tearing in the heteronormative power structure
that then portrays a future world of queerness, I began by suggesting that theorists should think
of queer utopic interventions through a space-based lens of analysis. I have argued here that
heteronormativity is not monolithic but rather takes shape depending on its location. As such,
queer utopic cuts must also be space-based in order to create change; there cannot be one large
cut that takes down heteronormativity but rather a bunch of smaller cuts in the overall system
that are located in particular spaces. I have theorized that, in the short term, queer utopic cuts
disrupt heteronormativity by creating a form of queer relationality, creating a momentary
affective sense of intimacy/extimacy between queer individuals that reveals a queer future.
Queer relationality provides energy for queer people to engage in acts of queer worldmaking and
queer counterpublics in the long-term, seeking to disrupt heteronormativity. Thus, for example,
when ACT UP Seized Control of the FDA, they were immediately engaging in queer
relationality in which affective bonds were developed between the protestors in that space. By
then using this demonstration as a springboard to engage the FDA in policy reform and using this
demonstration to alter dominant conceptions of people living with AIDS, they were creating
queer worlds and queer counterpublics.
I continued this section with an investigation into heteronormativity itself. In this chapter,
I detailed a Foucauldian approach to understanding power in order to conceptually set up a
backing for thinking about heteronormativity as a diffuse power structure and not a top-down
one. Heteronormativity also connects intimately with homophobia and homonormativity to
create a trifecta of anti-queer normativity; as such, queer utopias must take aim at all three of
these intertwined systems of power. Additionally, I explored how heteronormativity
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fundamentally exists as a kind of anxiety around the nature of heterosexuality. This analysis has
two implications—first, it serves to prove that heteronormativity can be productively
problematized over time, and second, it suggests a fundamental connection to queerness that
unveils queerness’ inherent death drive. If this reading of the queer death drive is true, then queer
utopias, in undermining violent heteronormativity, must invite their own destruction. I don’t
worry too much about this relationship, but I do point it out as a piece of information about queer
utopias gleamed from this study. Instead, three lessons can be learned about the nature of queer
utopias’ long-lasting change: that they must be diffuse and pervasive like heteronormativity is,
they must invite their own long-term problematization, and they must target the trifecta of power
structures that I have isolated.
The third section of this thesis instigated a practical approach to the questions I have
proposed by investigating ACT UP as queerly utopian. I began the first of these two chapters by
explaining that ACT UP holistically must operate in this manner, meeting all of the four analytic
criteria established by Muñoz in his work. Upon doing so, I discussed the criteria by which I
would analyze the six demonstrations that I have identified as indicative of queer utopic
moments: based on their emphasis on creating personal change, social change, and policy
change. By comparing and contrasting how these events emphasized or did not emphasize these
three categories of change, I suggested that the queer utopic cuts that most effectively create
long-term change do so by affectively connecting large numbers of people, by continually
creating small cuts in the broader system of heteronormativity, and by situating those cuts in
spaces that are heteronormative, but not too heteronormative. I also argued that this analysis of
ACT UP teaches those of us who wish to instigate queer utopias with long-lasting effects to
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artfully utilize the media to spread the narrative and to remind those involved in queer utopias
that heteronormativity is the fault of those in power.
Thus, queer utopias create long-lasting change by engaging in forms of queer
worldmaking and queer counterpublics. They exist in particular spaces and ultimately invite their
own problematization as they challenge heteronormativity. They must engage in repeated small
cuts in power in the right spaces yet still affectively engage large groups of people. They should
remember to use the media to spread their story and remind the public that there are
heteronormative people in power to target.
I think that theorists can build upon this work to delve into more research on queer
utopias in the future. A theorist may decide to, for example, analyze different events in ACT
UP’s life to see if they provide different directions that queer utopic cuts may go. Someone else
may put queer utopianism in more explicit conversation with the broader field of utopian studies
in order to determine how they get introduced differently than non-queer utopias. I would
certainly be interested in learning how the framework of queer utopias can be applied to create
other utopic interventions, such as feminist or anti-capitalist utopic cuts. Additionally, a theorist
could better explore how heteronormativity adapts to the changed spaces of queer utopianism
and what needs to be done in response to that change.
While I don’t think my conclusions perfectly answer them, I do believe that I have found
some answers to the question I originally set out to explore. Returning to Shahani’s concerns,
however, reminds us that queer utopias always have the risk of creating dystopia. Thus, while I
have established a theoretical framework for evaluating the efficacy of queer utopias
diachronically, I do not suggest that this framework is infallible. There are, more than likely,
more queer utopic moments who became failures than those who were successful. However, as
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Jameson reminds us, the process of failure is utopic in and of itself; failure points us towards
different strategies to actualize a more perfect utopic future.463 While it may be true that “these
are dangerous times,” it is also true that we have “the need to search for fragments of hope and
string those fragments together, to see, test, feel, and weigh the ways we survive.”464 It in this
call for hope that I hope that, even though we will fail, we will continue to theorize and create
queer utopic moments.
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